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In this thesis I investigate contemporary education theory as a way of understanding 
formative influences in the development of Christian preachers.  I suggest that 
concepts of communities of practice and legitimate peripheral participation, along 
with recognition of role models and mentors, have a part to play in the life-long 
project that is learning to preach.  
In my Introduction I consider a definition of preaching for the purpose of the 
research and some historical approaches to developing preachers. I examine in 
Chapter 2 adult learning principles and cognitively-oriented concepts, such as 
learning styles and the theory of multiple intelligences. In Chapters 3 and 4 social 
learning theories that I examine include imitation, the effect of role models, and the 
influence of the mentor or the coach. Further, I ask to what extent the development of 
the preacher, as in many other professions with agreed standards of competency, 
does and should take place within communities of practice where legitimate 
peripheral participation (as developed in the work of Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger) 
marks the developing preacher‘s sense of his or her own learning trajectory. After a 
fifth chapter on methodologies, these concepts are tested in three field studies that 
use a range of sociological research methods. I conduct in Chapter 6 quantitative 
analysis of questionnaires returned by Church of Scotland ministers, in Chapter 7 
qualitative analysis of the published testimony of fifteen experienced preachers, and 
in Chapter 8 qualitative analysis of interviews with twelve young Methodist 
preachers.  
In my conclusion I develop a theologically nuanced version of Lave and Wenger‘s 
concept which I term a community of agreed sermonic enterprise. Principal practical 
recommendations deriving from this centre on creating supportive networks of 
reflective preaching practitioners, enhancing the provision of mentor-mentee 
relationships, and educating congregations for their role in shaping preachers.  
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Can you tell me, Socrates, whether virtue is acquired by teaching 
or by practice; or if neither by teaching nor practice, then 




The subject of this work of homiletical theology is the ways in which contemporary 
Christian preachers in the UK learn to preach. In this thesis I explore educational 
theory and conduct empirical research to provide tools to investigate crucial 
formative influences in the development of preachers. I am testing theories of 
learning empirically in three field studies involving a number of British Protestant 
preachers from different denominations. In my analyses I am primarily taking a 
phenomenological approach, examining individual conceptions of learning as they 
have been mediated by context and environment. 
In order to develop a fuller understanding of learning preaching, I am chiefly 
examining social as opposed to cognitive learning theories. In particular I investigate 
imitation, the effect of role models, and the influence of the mentor and coach. 
Additionally but most importantly, I use the concept of ‗communities of practice‘ as 
a way of describing the close linkage between the preacher and the horizontal 
elements of the preaching relationship, such as the listener, traditions of practice, 
mentors and peers. This term stems from the work of anthropologists Jean Lave and 
Etienne Wenger. They define it as ―a set of relations among persons, activity, and 
world, over time and in relation to other tangential and overlapping communities of 
practice.‖
2
  I contend that such a concept enables us to understand the formation of 
the preacher in ways that are usually missed by educational approaches that focus on 
the inculcation of concepts and techniques in a classroom environment. They are also 
missed by theories of preaching that focus only on the personal holiness of the 
preacher, the orthodoxy of the message and the sovereign action of the divine – vital 
though these are to preaching that will honour God and serve and feed the church.  
My principal research questions are, first, to what extent can cognitive theories of 
learning be usefully developed to critique and improve existing educational strategies 
                                                 
1
 Plato, 'Meno', in The Dialogues of Plato, Translated into English with Analyses and Introductions by 
B. Jowett (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1892), p. 27. 
2
 Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger, Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 98. 
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for teaching preaching? Second, how far can social theories of learning, including 
situated learning and the concept of the community of practice provide better models 
for improving the development of preachers? Third, how extensive is imitation and 
modelling in the development of preachers, and to what extent can positive outcomes 
be encouraged? What arguments are there for a more substantive role for the 
supervisor, mentor or coach? How can peers and colleagues assist the growth of the 
learning preacher? 
Methods of teaching preaching that are current in ministerial formation programmes 
in Britain are, I have found, under-developed in these areas. Teaching methods also 
seem to lack the epistemological and pedagogical foundations that could lead to 
progressive revision. Through this thesis I hope to provide new homiletical 
understandings that will in turn contribute constructively to the educational climate 
and learning processes of preachers preparing to serve the church.  
Structure of thesis 
After a personal statement indicating what I bring to the study, I explain why the 
research concentrates on learning and not teaching, and why I am using some of the 
tools and discourse of the sociologist as well as those of the theologian. In order to 
establish an understanding of the wider context for learning preaching, I examine 
some of the challenges facing preaching in the UK. I discuss views and definitions of 
preaching that inform the understanding of preaching serving this research; that 
discussion forms the largest section in this chapter.  From this I move into an 
evaluation of some historical views of what it takes to become a good preacher, 
before finally considering institutional approaches to training preachers through what 
is usually called homiletics. 
In chapters 2, 3 and 4 I examine educational theories and approaches to learning 
from a range of sociological and theological perspectives. Chapter 5 follows this 
theoretical discussion with an introduction to my empirical research methodologies 
and a discussion of the principal research issues arising from my three field studies, 
including Research Ethics considerations. I present these field studies in the next 
three chapters. In chapter 6 I undertake quantitative analysis of a questionnaire sent 
to Church of Scotland ministers, in chapter 7 the thematic analysis of a recent book 
of autobiographical essays by fifteen experienced preachers, and in chapter 8 
qualitative analysis of semi-structured interviews with a group of twelve young 
Methodist preachers. Finally in chapter 9 I draw conclusions, and advance ten 
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recommendations for educational strategies designed to maximise the learning of 
student preachers. 
Personal context 
At the heart of the act of Christian preaching is a vocation to communicate. This is 
located in a theological understanding of a God who communicates and whose nature 
includes loving and grace-filled self-revelation that includes calling Christian 
preachers to participate in this by, in the words of Mary Katherine Hilkert, the 
―naming of grace in human experience.‖
3
 My vocation to train and develop preachers 
is the latest aspect of a long-term engagement I have had with what must come under 
a portmanteau term, ‗Christian communication.‘
4
 From roughly the end of my time at 
university (where I read Philosophy and Theology, but extra-curricularly engaged in 
a lively exploration of theatre, acting and directing) I have sought to engage with 
artistic, academic and rhetorical attempts to explore and convey Christian truth. In 
1975 at the age of 24 I began attending an evangelical, ‗charismatic‘ church in York, 
England where contemporary art forms where actively promoted in worship and 
mission. I began an eighteen-year career in the theatre, specialising in mime and 
physical theatre. This was followed by twelve years in theological education, firstly 
as Director of the Centre for Christian Communication at St John‘s College, Durham 
University and then as a tutor in Homiletics at New College, Edinburgh.  
The Centre ran from 1996 to 2005 and was an independently-funded research and 
training unit with a mission to facilitate, train and equip church leaders, lay and 
ordained, in their communication skills. It had a particular emphasis on preaching, 
apologetics, and working with the mass media. It staged an annual Durham 
Preaching Conference, as well as many other training events and symposia on a 
variety of subjects. Through additional project funding I was commissioned to edit a 
book of essays by preachers writing about their experience.
5
 While in Durham I 
completed a Postgraduate Certificate in Higher Education which included a project 
examining conceptions of learning preaching held by students training for Anglican 
and Methodist ministries. The culmination of the Centre‘s work in many respects 
was the VOX Project (2004), a study of the provision in theological education and 
                                                 
3
 Mary Catherine Hilkert, Naming Grace: Preaching and the Sacramental Imagination (New York: 
Continuum, 1997). 
4
 This is perhaps the ‗least worst‘ term for it. I maintain when pressed that there is no communication 
that may be identified as intrinsically Christian, there are only Christians who communicate (or fail to 
communicate) with truth, grace and charity, as well as effectiveness, sensitivity and skill. 
5
 Geoffrey Stevenson, ed., Pulpit Journeys (London: Darton Longman Todd, 2006). 
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programmes for ministerial formation of training in preaching, apologetics and media 
skills. I believe that virtually all of these experiences and projects feed directly or 
indirectly into this research project, for at the heart of it I am asking the question I 
have asked for years, how can the church find what it so sorely needs, better 
preaching from better preachers in order to make God known? 
Cultural context 
At the beginning of this study I also need to recognise and outline the challenges 
facing preaching and the training of preachers. Learning to preach is certainly 
daunting, and I have seldom met in my homiletics classes an over-confident student 
who had also thought deeply about the issues. But preaching itself has become 
culturally very difficult. Here in Britain in the early twenty-first century it sometimes 
seems that preaching and the preacher‘s self-identity are virtually under assault. It 
does not take an extreme sceptic to question whether preaching as a ministry in the 
church is still worth doing, especially in denominations where sermons grow shorter 
and a preacher‘s words seem less and less valued.
6
  Leander Keck, Professor of 
Biblical Theology at Yale Divinity School, summed up a prevalent mood about 
preaching in the USA: 
If something is worth communicating, don‘t spoil it by preaching 
it! Let it emerge in the give-and-take of the group; celebrate it by 
music, dance or drama. In preaching, people are as passive as 
chickens on a roost – and perhaps just as awake.
7
 
The supposed difficulty of preaching today has been attributed to the problem of the 
preacher‘s authority,
8
 a crisis in listening brought on by television,
9
 the ‗turn to the 
visual‘ and epistemological changes in the use of language,
10
 leading to, as American 
homiletics professor Fred Craddock put it, ―a minimization of the power of words to 
effect anything.‖
11
 Some see the demise of preaching in the form of emerging church 
                                                 
6
 In his introduction ―A moron speaks to mutes‖ David Day gives a wry, if downbeat summary of 
popular and pew attitudes to preaching today in David  V. Day, A Preaching Workbook (London: 
SPCK /Lynx, 1998), pp. 1-4. A current favourite aphorism of mine is ―Preaching is the only public 
event at which sleep is socially acceptable‖ Joseph R. Jeter, 'Cultivating Historical Vision', in 
Teaching Preaching as a Christian Practice, ed. by T.G. Long and L.T. Tisdale (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), p. 151. 
7
 Leander E. Keck, The Bible in the Pulpit: The Renewal of Biblical Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1978), p. 41. 
8
 Fred B. Craddock, As One without Authority, Rev. edn (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2001). 
9
  Discussed in Jolyon P. Mitchell, Visually Speaking: Radio and the Renaissance of Preaching 
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1999), pp. 15-18. 
10
 Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London: Routledge, 2002). 
See also Jacques Ellul, The Humiliation of the Word (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1985). 
11
 Craddock, As One without Authority, p. 6. 
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models where proclamation happens through PowerPoint presentations, witnessing is 
blogged on-line, and teaching is shared in user-friendly supper parties preceded by a 
short DVD and finished with coffee and dessert.
12
 As sermons in services of worship 
diminish in length and frequency, so do opportunities for the inexperienced preacher 
to learn the craft, and this in turn quite possibly contributes to a further decline in 
standards. 
The charges against preaching as being neither especially effective nor particularly 
biblical have been well-rehearsed by Norrington, Runia and others.
13
 Indeed 
preaching, which so often works in a teaching mode, appears to have been caught out 
by advances in educational ‗best practice.‘ Thus Joanna Cox, national Adult 
Education Advisor for the Church of England, wrote: 
Widespread experience within the church suggests that preaching 
and ‗telling‘ are the dominant educational approach, and many 
have overlooked the need to train facilitators who can use 




These charges are not without weight, and they combine with a low view of 
preaching in many mainline British churches to present a significant challenge to the 
ways in which preaching is learned.
15
  
Traditionally a preacher in the Protestant denominations of the UK receives or 
experiences a call or vocation, often to a broader, full-time ministry to the church. 
Accompanying this (commonly, but by no means in every case) is an interior sense 
of mission to communicate aspects of divine truth, again traditionally expressed and 
                                                 
12
 See also Richard Lischer, The End of Words: The Language of Reconciliation in a Culture of 
Violence (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge: William B. Eerdmans, 2005). 
13
 See David C. Norrington, To Preach or Not to Preach? (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1996) for a 
critique centring on whether the monologue is the most effective way of achieving aims of adult 
religious education. See Klaas Runia, The Sermon under Attack (Exeter: Paternoster, 1983), and 
Jeremy Thomson, Preaching as Dialogue: Is the Sermon a Sacred Cow? (Cambridge: Grove, 1996) 
who criticise the monologue form of preaching on theological grounds.  
14
 Joanna Cox, 'Readers - Learning to Help Others to Learn', The Reader, 103 (2006), p. 17. Cited by 
Stephen Wright in Geoffrey Stevenson and Stephen I. Wright, Preaching with Humanity (London: 
Church House Publishing, 2008). 
15
 It is worth reflecting that the ‗crisis of our preaching‘ is by no means a new phenomenon, and that 
preaching cannot be separated from the Good News or gospel that is its content.  Thus Richard 
Lischer reminds us that ―most every reform movement in the church whether Franciscan, Dominican, 
Lollard, Brethren, Lutheran, Presbyterian, or Methodist, has meant not only a revival of preaching but 
a re-forming of its method of presentation‖ (Richard Lischer, The Company of Preachers: Wisdom on 
Preaching, Augustine to the Present (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), p. xvi). Similarly in this 
work I do not hold that experiments in form or new rhetorical devices or somehow ‗doing it better,‘ 
will rescue preaching from its malaise and current disfavour. Always preachers must ask what Lischer 
calls the ―integrated, theological question: What is it about the gospel that demands this particular 
expression?‖ (Ibid., p. xvi). 
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contained within doctrinal formulations. The training of the preacher has been 
practised principally as the project of schooling him (so often male in the past) in the 
foundation and the complexities of the faith, that he may be in every utterance 
orthodox, or at the very least know enough to avoid the heretical. Communication 
issues such as rhetoric and public speaking have been recognised, if at all, as 
secondary, or else they are assumed to have been mastered as part of a good 
education.
16
 The preacher is ‗schooled‘ – he has wide knowledge and a deep 
understanding of the faith – and his congregation, by contrast is unschooled, needing 
instruction, reproof, admonishment, encouragement and building up, in greater and 
lesser degrees. 
In reality, such a traditional picture is greatly eroded in many parts of the western 
‗secularised‘ democracies. The authority assumed by the preacher and granted by the 
congregation no longer exists to the same degree. The preacher is a fellow traveller, 
who by virtue of having travelled a little further on the road, may return as a guide to 
point the way, or just to suggest, without threat or compulsion, a route for other 
pilgrims wishing to aim for a similar end point. He or she can also be a companion 
who shares stories and sustenance, a supporter to the weak and faltering, and an 
imager helping the discouraged and disheartened re-imagine their futures.
17
  
This affects their preaching, and how they learn to preach. No longer the 
unquestioned dispensers of Truth or truths, no longer automatically accorded high 
status and an educator‘s role in the local community, they cannot know entirely what 
they will preach until they are in relationship with their listeners, and aware of their 
cultural context, their needs and their questions. These listeners in turn are 
increasingly located in a pluralist, fragmented, and media-saturated society. They 
tend to attend particular churches less and less because of geographical proximity 
                                                 
16
As O.C. Edwards wrote: ―Brilioth and the Fathers together reminded me that all the great preachers 
of the early church had been trained as professional rhetoricians before their ordination. That drove 
me to Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintillian.‖ (O. C. Edwards, A History of Preaching (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 2004), p. xix.) His citation of Brilioth is Yngve Torgny Brilioth, A Brief History of 
Preaching, trans. K.E. Mattson (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1965). 
17
 I explore the implications for the student preacher of viewing the preacher as guide, storyteller and 
imager in ch. 4 ‗The Human Preacher‘ in Stevenson and Wright, Preaching with Humanity, pp. 41-55. 
This owes much to Walter Brueggemann‘s call for preaching as a process of  ―re-imagination‖. See 
Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 2nd edn. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001). Also 
see his essay, ‗An Imaginative ―Or‖‘ in David Day, Jeff Astley et al., eds., A Reader on Preaching 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005). A discussion of metaphors for the preacher will be part of my search in 
this chapter for a definition of preaching.  
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and the parish system and more out of shared spirituality, theological position, taste 
in worship, cultural interests and social background.
18
      
The greatest shift in homiletics in the twentieth century was the ―turn towards the 
listener‖
19
 which derives from the recognition of what the listener brings to the 
interpretation and meaning of any act of communication. This has been seen as 
reflecting the epistemological shift in the transition from modernity‘s truth claims to 
postmodernity‘s basic stance of hermeneutical suspicion.
20
 It is why the truth that is 
preached is in important respects situated in context, even if it is not completely a 
social construct, as an extreme post-modern epistemology will insist.
21
 Admitting 
some of the insights of deconstructionist and post-modern interpretations of 
knowledge David Lose, Professor of Biblical Preaching at Luther Seminary wrote: 
―patterns of making meaning are inevitably mediated through a community‖ and he 
advocates seeing the congregation as partner with the preacher in a conversation to 
discern truth.
22
  This leads him in a later work to commend dialogical approaches to 
teaching preaching among other pedagogical approaches arising from ―learning-
centred, practice-oriented approaches to teaching and learning.‖
23
 There are key 
ideas here that I will examine and develop in chapters 3 and 4. 
The provisional nature of such truth does not of course sit well with conservative 
orthodoxy, and a ‗higher‘ or more traditionally dogmatic position takes Christian 
truth as given and unquestionable, but may see such sermonic conversation as Lose 
advocates within the church as an important way of maintaining the plausibility of 
                                                 
18
 Changing patterns in UK church attendance are studied in Peter Brierley, Steps to the Future: What 
We Need to Know before We Can Think Strategically About the Church's Future in Britain (London: 
Christian Research and Scripture Union, 2000), and in Philip J. Richter and Leslie J. Francis, Gone 
but Not Forgotten: Church Leaving and Returning (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1998). I 
briefly discuss the related area of congregational studies and how it affects the minister‘s role in my 
concluding chapter. 
19
 Ronald J. Allen, 'The Turn toward the Listener: A Selective Review of a Recent Trend in 
Preaching', ENCOUNTER, 64 (2003). See also Richard L. Eslinger, The Web of Preaching (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 2002). This is a very useful map-making exercise identifying important trends in American 
homiletics. 
20
 Famously encapsulated by Lyotard‘s ―incredulity towards metanarratives‖ (Jean-François Lyotard, 
Geoffrey Bennington et al., The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1984), p. xxiv). 
21
 Maintaining such a position provisionally, one would hope. 
22
 David J. Lose, Confessing Jesus Christ: Preaching in a Postmodern World (Grand Rapids, MI: 
W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co, 2003), p. 92. A linear model of communication is critiqued also by Don M. 
Wardlaw, ‗Preaching as the Interface of Two Social Worlds: The Congregation as Corporate Agent in 
the Act of Preaching‘ in Arthur Van Seters, Preaching as a Social Act: Theology & Practice 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1988). 
23
 David J. Lose, 'Teaching Preaching', in Teaching Preaching as a Christian Practice, ed. by T.G. 
Long and L.T. Tisdale (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), p. 44. 
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that truth.
24
 How the preacher understands the ‗truth‘ that he or she is handling or 
discerning will determine not only their approaches to preaching, but also the kinds 
of sources and influences they seek, whether actively or unconsciously in order to 
learn preaching.  
Preliminary educational questions 
Just as there is no magic way to convert iron into gold, there is 




This dissertation then is about the processes of learning in the formation of 
preachers. It is not homiletics in the usual sense of the content to be learned or the 
skills to be mastered or the spirituality to be developed. Rather I am studying what 
contributes to or inhibits that learning and what factors contribute to the acquisition 
of skills, knowledge and self-identity that combine to make a preacher. I ask several 
questions in this respect. 
Where does learning preaching happen? 
The first question derives from what common sense may suggest: the best growth is 
natural growth. Although preaching ability can sometimes be developed and 
enhanced through teaching, far more seems to happen to grow the preacher outside 
of formal educational and institutional structures, through practice week on week and 
through accumulated life experience. As I uncover in chapter 7, where I analyse a set 
of preachers‘ autobiographical essays, formative influences may be traced back in 
many cases to childhood as well as to early experiences that affect both the sense of 
personal calling and the internal models of what good preaching sounds and looks 
like. Influences also persist into the present for many preachers, especially those who 
maintain that they are still learning to preach and that becoming a preacher is a life-
long project. 
How is learning preaching adult learning? 
My second question seeks to uncover the implications of the fact that nearly all 
preachers consciously learning or trying to learn to preach are adult learners. This 
means that they are, on most accounts of the characteristics of adult learners, ‗self-
directed‘ in their learning. They take charge in significant ways of their learning 
                                                 
24
  See Duncan MacLaren, Mission Implausible: Restoring Credibility to the Church (Bletchley: 
Paternoster, 2004). 
25
 William T. Pyle and Mary Alice Seals, Experiencing Ministry Supervision: A Field-Based 
Approach (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1995), p. xi. 
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experiences, with research, practice, reflection, problem solving and negotiation of 
their learning context guided by their own judgement. This happens over long 
sections of their educational trajectory as preachers. An exclusive focus on the 
teaching of preaching can miss much that contributes to learning for adult preachers. 
In this study I am seeking to investigate those processes with particular reference to 
the location of preaching within a social situation, as an activity carried out in a 
community context and with a set of understandings corporately held and going back 
in some cases to the birth of the church. It is true of course that the typical church 
sermon as planned and preached is almost always presented by a single man or 
woman, but this is not a solo activity, for, as I will argue, it is the community of 
listeners who, along with mentors and role models, shape the preacher and her or his 
work.  
Is learning preaching human or divine?  
My third question drives me to examine the nature of the intellectual and academic 
project in the light of divine agency that is part of preaching. Scottish Professor 
James S. Stewart (1896-1990) in his Warrack Lectures gave this example of the 
presence of God in a sermon: 
Ernest Raymond, novelist and essayist, has described the most 
impressive sermon he ever heard. In itself, he relates, the sermon 
was ordinary enough: intellectually negligible, aesthetically 
ragged. Its construction was faulty, its delivery abominable. Yet 
its effect was overwhelming… ‗I think he spoke for an hour, and 
not a man of us moved, and most of us were very quiet all that 
night…‘  
Stewart then puts his finger on the mystery of the endeavour: 
It is one thing to learn the technique and mechanics of preaching, 
it is quite another to preach a sermon that will draw back the veil 
and make the barriers fall that hide the face of God.
26
 
With a not dissimilar evocation of the divine touch upon the preacher the great 
English Baptist preacher C.H. Spurgeon (1834-1892) wrote: 
The sermon itself is the main thing … the sacred anointing upon 
the preacher, and the divine power applying the truth to the 




                                                 
26
 James S. Stewart, Heralds of God (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1946), pp. 100-101. 
27
 C.H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1954), p. 272. 
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Fortunately for generations of Baptist preachers coming after him, Spurgeon lectured 
and taught extensively on details of preparation, delivery and manner, in order to 
help his students do what they could about the ‗non-divine‘ part of the process. The 
non-divine part of the process that comprises the creation, crafting and delivery of 
the words of the sermon is normally identified as rhetoric. Teachers of preaching 
from Augustine onwards have recognised the desirability, and indeed the 
inevitability of employing the tools of effective speechmaking that derive from the 
classical schools of rhetoric of Plato, Aristotle and Cicero.
28
   
On the other hand, the extent to which the making of the preacher and the sermon 
event depend on God‘s agency requires a theological investigation into the work of 
the Holy Spirit in preaching.
29
 This is also recognised by Fred Craddock, in his now 
classic textbook on preaching, widely used in American seminaries. In his 
Introduction he addresses the difficulty of defining preaching for the purposes of 
learning: 
Preaching is the concerted engagement of one‘s faculties of 
body, mind and spirit. It is then, skilled activity. But preaching 
has to do with a particular content, a certain message 
conveyed`… And since the basic content is not a creation of, but 
a gift to, the speaker, preaching is both learned and given… for 
the active presence of the spirit of God transforms the occasion 
into what biblical scholars have referred to as an ―event‖.
30
 
Many experienced preachers will recognise this ‗given-ness‘ that can transform what 
Craddock calls ―activity plus content‖ into an event where God is present to his 
                                                 
28
 The legacy of these classical schools to preaching is well described in Lucy Lind Hogan, Graceful 
Speech: An Invitation to Preaching (Louisville; London: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), pp. 
19-22. A good summary may also be found in Edwards, A History of Preaching, pp. 11-14. The most 
comprehensive contemporary work on the subject of rhetoric is probably George A. Kennedy, 
Classical Rhetoric and Its Christian and Secular Tradition from Ancient to Modern Times (London: 
Croom Helm, 1980). He also examines Augustine‘s appropriation of the classical schools of rhetoric. 
29
 There is no shortage of pneumatological material on preaching. As John Woodhouse, Principal of 
Sydney Theological College and writing from a Reformed Protestant perspective, observed: ―The fact 
that the Spirit of God and the Word of God are intimately related in the Bible has been widely 
recognized, and has had an important place in theological understanding. Certainly it was important 
for Luther and Calvin in the Reformation period. But, as such, it is not a distinctively Protestant theme 
in theology; the link between the two is too obvious in Scripture for that.‖ (John R. W. Stott, 
Christopher Green et al., When God's Voice Is Heard: The Power of Preaching, New edn (Leicester: 
Inter-Varsity Press, 2003), p. 46.) I also note that Allan Demond in his discussion of divine agency 
and ‗the spiritual strand‘ in preaching commends Vincent Leoh, 'A Pentecostal Preacher as an 
Empowered Witness', Asian Journal of Pentecostal Studies, 9 (2006). (Allan G. Demond, 'Teaching 
Preaching: Rehabilitating Imitative Practice with Insights from Donald Schön' (Dissertation, 
Melbourne College of Divinity, 2007), pp. 43-52.) For an American Pentecostal perspective see also 
James Forbes. The Holy Spirit & Preaching  (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989).  
30
 Fred B. Craddock, Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1985), p. 17. 
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For my project, to discern patterns in learning to preach, I must then acknowledge a 
deeply provisional area, where learning sits with patient acquiescence to wait for that 
which cannot be controlled, taught, inculcated or invoked. I recognise the wisdom of 
those many preachers and homileticians who pay close attention to the spiritual 
formation of the preacher, and of those who maintain that unless God is choosing to 
be present to his people in the preached word, no amount of rhetorical techniques can 
provide a substitute.  
Can learning preaching be studied socially? 
A concern with the social aspects of learning to preach has led me on a different 
track. My investigation has been into how preachers say they have developed 
through imitation and practice, into the effect on them of role models, mentors and 
peers, and into the ways in which identity and vocation are shaped by the community 
of which the preacher is a member. In my empirical work I have concentrated on 
discernable, phenomenological factors, such as the preacher‘s sense of vocation, his 
or her understanding of the influence of mentors and role models, and reflection on 
her or his preparation for the preaching event. These factors have been described and 
analysed largely in the language of the social scientist rather than that of the 
theologian. This is in no way to propose or to privilege any kind of alternative or 
more ‗scientific‘ explanation of the formation of preachers. If I am not addressing the 
theological issues alluded to previously, it is because I am addressing the educator‘s 
role and concerns. As a homiletical educator I am not operating outside the 
theological arena, but within it and circumscribed by it, and yet I require a discourse 
that has its own concerns and internal coherence.
32
 In fact as will become obvious I 
                                                 
31
 In his introduction Lischer notes that there was a perennially debated issue relating to the balance 
between human and divine activity in conversion, but that this ―seldom comes up in contemporary 
homiletics‖ (Lischer, The Company of Preachers, p. xv). Since the question of human instrumentality 
versus divine action is central to so many theological debates from Augustine‘s controversy with 
Pelagius onwards, it is tempting to observe that its absence in some contemporary homiletics may 
indicate a lack of expectation that there will be a divine presence at all. At the other end of the scale 
are the ‗neo-Barthians‘ who share something of the view that homiletical technique is all but ancillary 
to God‘s action in revealing his Word. Barth‘s position is well rehearsed, appreciated and critiqued in 
William H. Willimon, Conversations with Barth on Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2006).  
32
 To a degree I am invoking Stephen Jay Gould‘s principle of ‗Non Overlapping Magisteria‘ which 
he explains thus: ―the magisterium of science covers the empirical realm: what the Universe is made 
of (fact) and why does it work in this way (theory). The magisterium of religion extends over 
questions of ultimate meaning and moral value. These two magisteria do not overlap, nor do they 
encompass all inquiry.‖ (Stephen Jay Gould, Rocks of Ages: Science and Religion in the Fullness of 
Life (London: Jonathan Cape, 2001).) 
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am assuming many and various theological positions as the context for the study of 
preaching, and I will seek to make these clear along the way.  
Towards a definition of preaching 
 ―Praedicato verbi Dei est verbum Dei‖
33
 
One difficulty in identifying factors in learning to preach arises from the plethora of 
forms and varieties of approaches to preaching that exist, even within British 
mainline Protestant denominations. A second difficulty arises from the range of 
historical understandings and theologies of preaching represented by these different 
practices. Yet learning anything, as Socrates attempted to demonstrate to Meno in the 
Dialogue quoted at the beginning of this chapter, requires an understanding of its 
nature.
34
 Later on in this thesis it will become apparent from the responses of survey 
participants that there are variations of understanding and emphasis. These 
differences in understanding will naturally have significantly affected the way the 
respondents and interviewees consider that they have learned or are learning to 
preach. Here I want to examine some of the most significant views of the nature of 
preaching that affect learning to preach today. I must beware of venturing into an 
area that is outside of the purpose of my research, and will not therefore undertake an 




Before attempting a definition, I make two observations. Firstly, I do not propose in 
this work to differentiate substantially between a sermon and a homily. Different 
Christian traditions use the two words in different ways, and occasionally 
interchangeably. Roman Catholic practice invariably speaks of the homily that is to 
be delivered in preparation of the congregation for Mass. Reformed Protestants will 
(usually) deliver sermons in a teaching manner. But in homiletical theory these 
practical usage differences break down and I have not found a satisfactory and 
universal distinction. The great majority of the participants and contributors to my 
research indicate that ‗sermons‘ are what they deliver when they are preaching, so 
                                                 
33
 ―The preaching of the Word of God is the Word of God.‖ From the Second Helvetic Confession 
(1566) by Heinrich Bullinger and translated in William H. Willimon and Richard Lischer, Concise 
Encyclopedia of Preaching (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1995), p. 49. 
34
 Plato, 'Meno', p. 63. 
35
 An excellent survey of historical understandings of preaching may be found in Lischer, The 
Company of Preachers. Also see John R. W. Stott, I Believe in Preaching (London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 1982), pp. 15-49. This was published in the US as Between Two Worlds (1982). Joseph R. 
Jeter Jr also makes the case for understanding earlier definitions of preaching in his chapter 
‗Cultivating Historical Vision‘ in Thomas G. Long and Leonora Tubbs Tisdale, eds., Teaching 
Preaching as a Christian Practice (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), pp. 149-169. 
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that is the term that I shall use. Where a ‗homily‘ is being discussed in a manner that 
indicates that learning to deliver a homily might be different from learning to preach, 
I will draw whatever distinctions are necessary at that point.  
Secondly, preaching is obviously practiced very differently in different churches and 
traditions across Britain. The energetic and vivid, emotionally-charged and 
interactive call-and-response preaching found in an African-Caribbean church could 
not look and feel more different from some of the highly nuanced, sometimes 
provisional, and often cerebral reflections preached to white, educated, middle class 
congregations in Anglican and Presbyterian churches. The revivalist preacher who 
reportedly described his preparation for preaching, ―First I reads myself full, then I 
thinks myself straight, then I prays myself hot, then I lets myself go‖ would seem to 
have learned to do something quite different from the young Methodist preachers or 
Church of Scotland ministers whom I surveyed for this research. It is unlikely that a 
single definition will serve for all the varieties of preaching found in the church. Let 
us consider what are the necessary understandings of preaching for this work, and 
how they are derived from traditions and practices of the church. 
New Testament preaching 
―Whoever will call on the name of the Lord will be saved.‖ How 
then will they call on Him in whom they have not believed? How 
will they believe in Him whom they have not heard? And how 
will they hear without a preacher? How will they preach 
(κηρύζζω) unless they are sent? Just as it is written, ―How 




Paul‘s deductive exposition leads straight to the idea that faithful preachers are 
central to the nature of the gospel of salvation. Indeed, O.C. Edwards, in his 
magisterial A History of Preaching states in his opening chapter that ―there is no 
activity more characteristic of the church than preaching‖ and that ―most Christian 
bodies consider the proclamation of the Word of God to be the constitutive act of the 
church.‖
37
 There is no point in doubting the importance of preaching to the church 
since its inception, although there has of course been an ebb and flow in this respect, 




                                                 
36
 Romans 10:13  
37
 Edwards, A History of Preaching, p. 3. 
38
 Craddock addresses the question of whether the minor role of preaching instruction in some 
seminaries is the ―cause of a poor pulpit‖ and reminds the reader that ―seminaries not only create but 
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Most Christian theologies of preaching will trace their lineage to the spoken ministry 
of Christ and to Paul‘s public ministry as it is recorded in the New Testament.
39
 Thus 
there are in the New Testament nearly 30 Greek words that may be or at some point 
have been translated into English using the single word ‗preaching‘. Here I mention 
four of the most prominent that have grounded theories and fuelled debates. The 
most common word for preaching is διδάζκω (didasko), which occurs 97 times. It 
refers to teaching (or sometimes to things taught) and is often translated as ‗to teach.‘  
There are 61 occurrences of the word κηρύζζω (kerusso), and they carry the sense of 
a herald, formally and with authority proclaiming in public matter of great import. 
The word from which we derive evangelism εὐαγγελίζω (euaggelizo) occurs 55 
times, and its meaning is along the lines of ‗to declare good news.‘ There are 13 
occurrences of διαλέγομαι (dialegomai). This word carries the sense of to converse 
and to reason with, and from it is derived the English word ‗dialogue‘. 
The oratorical activity represented by these words took place in a variety of New 
Testament settings and owed their origin to a range of contemporary practices. 
Surveying the preaching forms of the early church, Joseph R. Jeter Jr remarks that: 
The synagogue sermon, the Greek homily, the apology, the 
polemic, liturgical preaching, epideictic, and other forms were all 
used to advantage. The preachers, as the need arose, were called 
to herald, to spread good news, to proclaim, to bear witness, to 
speak, to challenge, to tell, to persuade, to teach, to console, to 
exhort, to argue, to command, to prophesy, to speak in a tongue, 




Jeter is indicating that it would be wrong to confine the nature of true preaching to 
this or that New Testament expression, when the essential missionary activity poured 
forth in a great variety of forms. Nevertheless, some categorising can be useful. 
Thomas Groome‘s interpretation and distillation of this diffusion of meaning and 
plethora of practice is instructive:  
The New Testament uses separate terms for evangelizing, 
preaching, and teaching, but they clearly overlap, never exclude 
one another, and constitute together ‗the ministry of the word.‘ 
Over time evangelizing came to refer to announcing the core of 
the ―good news‖ to would-be Christian converts, preaching to 
                                                                                                                                          
reflect the general condition of the churches they serve and the cultures in which they live.‖ 
(Craddock, As One without Authority, p. 5.) This needs to be borne in mind when we come to discuss 
institutional training towards the end of this chapter. 
39
 Cf. Mark 1:21, 2:13, 4:2, Matthew 4:23, 9:35, Luke 13:22, John 13.13, to choose from over 70 
verses from the four gospels.  
40
 Jeter, 'Cultivating Historical Vision'. 
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designate a spiritual reflection on scripture and especially in a 
liturgical context with people already Christians or with 
catechumens becoming Christians, and teaching to describe the 
in-depth instruction and formation of people in the way of life 
and wisdom that is lived Christian faith.
41
 
The three categories that Groome defends and defines are a variation on a traditional 
dichotomy in the understanding of preaching that has been often rehearsed as the 
difference between preaching as proclamation and preaching as instruction. 
Preaching as proclamation and as instruction 
Arguably the first textbook written for Christian preachers is Book 4 of Augustine‘s 
De Doctrina Christiana. Michael Pasquarello, ―taking doctrina in the active rather 
than passive sense,‖ translates this as ―Teaching Christianity.‖
42
 Augustine is 
concerned with conversion and Christian formation, and reveals ―his strong 
commitment to the life-shaping wisdom of Scripture for the church and especially its 
preachers.‖
43
 His aim is the transformation of the preacher through teaching in order 
that the preacher may teach in a way that leads to transformation.  
The twelfth century Cistercian scholar and religious, Alan of Lille began his 
Compendium with a definition of preaching (noted by James J. Murphy as ―the first 
formal definition in the 1200 year history of the church‖
44
):  
Preaching is an open and public instruction in faith and 
behaviour, whose purpose is the forming of men.
45
 
At first glance this also seems to regard preaching as a form of teaching, and indeed 
if as he says it ―derives from the path of reason,‖ one can well imagine a resulting 
preoccupation with inculcating principles and the use of catechetical methods of 
instruction. The question, was preaching in the early church primarily proclamatory, 
a heralding of good news, or was it educational, an instruction in Christian living, 
was at the heart of C.H. Dodd‘s 1936 work The Apostolic Preaching and Its 
Developments.
46
 In it he drew a sharp distinction between the proclaimed kerygma of 
                                                 
41
 Thomas H. Groome, Sharing Faith: A Comprehensive Approach to Religious Education and 
Pastoral Ministry; the Way of Shared Praxis (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991), p. 301. 
42
 Michael Pasquarello, Sacred Rhetoric: Preaching as a Theological and Pastoral Practice of the 




 James Jerome Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages: A History of Rhetorical Theory from Saint 
Augustine to the Renaissance (Berkeley; London: University of California Press, 1974, p307). Cited 
in Lischer, The Company of Preachers, p. 3. 
45
 Alanus de Insulis, Ars Praedicandi: The Art of Preaching, trans. G.R. Evans, Vol. No 23 
(Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian, 1981), p. 15. Cited in Lischer, The Company of Preachers, pp. 3-7. 
46
 C. H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments: Three Lectures with an Appendix on 
Eschatology and History (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1936). 
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the life, death and resurrection of Christ, and the didache or instruction, asserting as 
Richard Lischer puts it, ―only the former belonged to the preaching of the primitive 
church.‖
47
 The distinction is useful, but is difficult to sustain in common church 
usage of the term ‗preaching‘. Clearly the ministries of teaching and proclamation 
overlap in the functioning of ordained ministers of today‘s mainline denominations, 
despite the differences that have grown up between them in some parts of the church, 
and the different gifting or talent that may in practice be necessary to operate 
effectively in each of these modes. 
Refining the person and distilling the truth 
The importance to preaching of the personal attributes and virtues of the preacher has 
ebbed and flowed in homiletics. Professor James Henry Harris, writing of African – 
American preaching, notes that in preaching there is ―the projection of the authentic 
being of the preacher.‖
48
 One of the most commonly quoted definitions of preaching 
today was first given by the late nineteenth century American Episcopal preacher and 
writer Phillips Brooks. He said in his Lectures on Preaching: ―Preaching is the 
communication of truth by man to men [sic]‖ and ―Truth through personality is our 
description of real preaching.‖
49
 As the pre-eminent American homiletician Thomas 
G. Long points out in his recent book edited with Leonora Tubbs Tisdale this 
definition had ―staggering‖ implications for the teaching of preaching, leading to 
something of a dualism in the training of preachers. On the one hand was the idea of 
doctrinal truth, the ―timeless message of Christianity‖ learned systematically through 
dogmatics and biblical study. The significance of Brooks‘ definition lay in 
highlighting the importance on the other hand of the personality of the preacher, so 
that ―the development of the preacher was the responsibility of the teacher of 
preaching and the focal point of homiletics.‖
50
  
But is that development to be focussed on techniques and skills that may be acquired, 
through teaching or observation and imitation, or on the moulding of the preacher‘s 
character, catholicity and holiness? In practice they are complementary, and both 
have their advocates. Not many years after Brooks‘ Beecher Lectures, current books 
available for the instruction of preachers were reviewed in the Harvard Theological 
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 Lischer, The Company of Preachers, p. 23. 
48
 James H. Harris, The Word Made Plain: The Power and Promise of Preaching (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2004), p. 41. 
49
 Phillips Brooks, The Joy of Preaching (1877). Foreword and Biographical Information by Warren 
Wiersbe (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1989), p. 25. 
50
 Long and Tisdale, eds., Teaching Preaching as a Christian Practice, p. 8. 
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Review of July 1913. The writer notes, for instance, books which analyse and classify 
sermon types and which he finds artificial and not very helpful for the average 
student. Hale also notes a class of books ―the aim of which is not so much to instruct 
the minister as to quicken his spiritual life.‖
 51
 This tension between the spirituality of 
the preacher and the rhetorical training of the preacher continues to surface in 
homiletics, as Canadian minister Allan Demond notes in a very useful and 
comprehensive typology of preaching instruction. He concludes his discussion on the 
spiritual (as distinct from the technical) formation of the preacher: 
Homileticians who give priority to the spiritual strand of learning 
are likely to give their attention to exhortation, formation or (as 
in the case of Barthian homiletics) non-intervention. Thus the 
spiritual strand of homiletic learning makes only modest claims 
for expanding our capacity to teach preaching. Generally 
speaking, while the spiritual strand is theologically and 
practically valid, it is educationally weak.
52
 
Long maintains that the emphasis on the person of the preacher, characteristic of a 
number of nineteenth century definitions of preaching, resulted in a backlash that 
found form in Karl Barth‘s focus on the sovereign Word of God in the sermon:  
Preaching is the Word of God which he himself speaks, claiming 
for the purpose the exposition of a biblical text in free human 
words that are relevant to contemporaries by those who are 




Everything hinges on the process of biblical interpretation, and therefore, as Long 
notes, ―homiletics pedagogically melds into biblical hermeneutics‖
54
 and the training 
of preachers will be concerned with biblical studies rather than the mechanics of 
delivery, the form of the message or its cultural context.  
An example of this comes out in this definition of expository preaching given by the 
theologically conservative American homiletician Haddon Robinson:  
Expository preaching is the communication of a biblical concept, 
derived from and transmitted through a historical, grammatical 
and literary study of a passage in its context, which the Holy 
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 Edward Hale, 'Recent Books on Preaching and Preachers', The Harvard Theological Review, 6 
(1913), p. 362. 
52
 Demond, 'Teaching Preaching', p. 52. 
53
 Karl Barth and Gunter Seyfferth, Homiletics, trans. G.W. Bromiley and D.E. Daniels, 1st edn 
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1991), p. 44. 
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Spirit first applies to the personality and experience of the 
preacher, then through the preacher, applies to the hearers.
55
 
In order to emphasise the agency of God and the centrality of scripture to the 
endeavour, this definition virtually disregards rhetorical issues. How the concept will 
be communicated is a secondary concern at best. The duty of the preacher is focussed 
on the study of the text, and the confidence of the preacher lies in the belief that this 
is the most reliable way to open the door for God. As Greg Haslam, currently Senior 
Pastor at Westminster Chapel, London writes: ―As preachers it is vital that we have 
clear and settled in our mind the fact that God has spoken, that we have a word from 
above that has come to us from outside ourselves.‖
56
 Beyond that, any significant and 
worthy effect and application of the sermon will be the work of the Holy Spirit. This 
tension between refining the person (technically or spiritually) and understanding the 
Word of God continues to feature largely in the education and formation of 
preachers, and must be reflected in our definition of preaching. 
Recognising the social dimension of preaching 
Whatever the preacher may think about his or her autonomous work as a mouthpiece 
of God‘s word, a full description of a preaching event must also recognise the social 
dimensions. O.C. Edwards‘ definition of preaching is as follows: 
A speech delivered in a Christian assembly for worship by an 
authorized person that applies some point of doctrine, usually 
drawn from a biblical passage, to the lives of the members of the 
congregation with purpose of moving them by the use of 
narrative analogy and other rhetorical devices to accept that 
application and to act on the basis of it.
57
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Here we have the externally observable event, ―a speech‖ along with socially-
oriented descriptives such as ―authorized person‖ and ―in a Christian assembly.‖ We 
see intentions and motivations in ―with purpose of moving them‖ and we discern 
communicational aspects of what we can call the ‗shared making of meaning‘ 
through the phrases ―applies some point,‖ ―rhetorical devices‖ and ―to accept that 
application and to act.‖ A minister learning to preach in the light of this definition 
will do well to pay attention to many things along the way. Would he or she be 
perhaps more of a Martha to Haddon Robinson‘s Mary, mindful of the ‗one thing‘ 
that is God‘s word in the scriptural text? Certainly it would seem that there is the 
potential for very different learning trajectories, as I will examine in the empirical 
studies.  
Although I have not studied Roman Catholic priests in my empirical work, the 
shared heritage with Protestant practices makes their institutional perspective on 
preaching important for our understanding. The following definition from Fulfilled in 
Your Hearing emphasises the corporate nature of the act more than most. It states 
that the homily is: 
…a scriptural interpretation of human existence which enables a 
community to recognize God‘s active presence, to respond to 
that presence in faith through liturgical word and gesture, and 




Homilies in this tradition will not be true to such a definition without the priest‘s 
profound understanding of scripture, human existence and the ways of God. He must 
also, on this definition, be profoundly sensitive to the community in which he is 
called to preach.  
Preaching according to David Buttrick 
The American homiletician David Buttrick, writing as, in his words ―a Protestant of 
the Reformed tradition,‖ produced in 1985 the profound and exhaustive analytical 
work Homiletic: Moves and Structures. In this he does not attempt a simple 
definition of preaching, but he notes that his approach is phenomenological in that he 
is concerned with ―the way language forms in human consciousness.‖
59
 Thus he 
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begins by describing preaching in terms of ‗naming‘ and ‗narration‘.
60
 By naming he 
refers to the human activity of ―naming into consciousness‖ the shared truths by 
which we interpret, understand and even experience reality.  Preaching can name 
truthfully or it can lie. It can refuse to name or it can fail to name (and thus 
encourage for better or worse doing ‗theology from silence‘).  
Narration for Buttrick is language used to similar meaning-making purpose as 
naming, but he is recognising the fundamental nature of story to enable identity, or 
sense of place in the world. As a narrative enterprise, preaching not only ―tells a 
story with a transcendent dimension,‖ but can also tell personal or congregational 
story / stories in a way that, for example ―transforms identity by adding a new 
beginning to our stories.‖
61
  This understanding of the preaching enterprise is 
important to this work for its emphasis on the social-linguistic nature of preaching. In 
other words a sermon may be seen as a negotiated event that takes place within a 
community and which has explanatory power to constitute the community.  
Metaphors for the preacher 
Another useful way of coming to a nuanced understanding of the nature of preaching 
in the church today is to look at current metaphors that have been proposed for the 
preacher. Combining kerygma and didache in the present day office of the preacher, 
the widely admired and respected evangelical Anglican preacher John Stott (b. 1921) 
relates the view of the preacher as Herald and Steward as follows:  
The Christian preacher is both steward and herald. Indeed the 
good news he is to herald is contained within the Word of which 
he is steward, for the Word of God is essentially the record and 
interpretation of God‘s redemptive deed in and through Christ. 
The Scriptures bear witness to Christ, the only Saviour of 
sinners. Therefore, a good steward of the Word is bound to be 
also a zealous herald of the good news of salvation in Christ.
62
  
‗Steward‘ is a rich metaphor and serves Stott‘s purpose well, for it combines a sense 
of guardianship and a strict responsibility with the duty to administer it appropriately, 
or in other words to teach. Stott‘s other metaphors in this instructive volume are 
‗Witness‘, ‗Father‘, and ‗Servant‘. Stott expounds the view of the preacher as Father 
– not it must be said in a recognisably Roman Catholic or Orthodox understanding of 
the priest when he is addressed as ‗Father‘, implying paternal and representative 
                                                 
60
 Ibid., p. 5ff. 
61
 Ibid., p. 11. 
62
 John R. W. Stott, The Preacher's Portrait; Some New Testament Word Studies (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1961), p. 34. 
    
Chapter 1: Introduction 21  
authority – but with an emphasis on a parent‘s affection, expressed in love, 
understanding, gentleness, and earnestness. This classically evangelical declaration 
comes from one of the British Anglican church‘s most respected preachers, known 
and celebrated for the brilliance of his expository style of preaching.  
The metaphors of Steward, Herald, Father and Servant are also found in the 1980 
work by the American Roman Catholic Willard Jabusch.
63
 These perhaps indicate a 
degree of theological congruence in what are usually seen as the more orthodox 
sectors of the western Christian church.
64
  Another important set of metaphors for the 
preacher, some overlapping with, and some complementary to the aforementioned, 




This discussion of metaphors is included here primarily because in the questionnaire 
I sent to the Church of Scotland ministers, I offered a range of metaphors for the role 
of the preacher in the life of the church. I shall discuss in chapter 6 the preferences 
expressed and how I used them to obtain an indication of respondents‘ theological 
understandings of preaching.  
A functional description 
A final way of approaching an understanding of preaching is to ask what happens in 
practice, descriptively and from a functional perspective. In preparation for his 1998 
textbook on preaching, David Day asked about 50 ministers in the north-east of 
England for a copy of a recent sermon. From their responses, he was able to identify 
a standard pattern in most if not quite all of the sermons. This pattern included an 
opening (to set the scene), some reference to the Bible (which is seen as 
authoritative), and a moment of ―getting personal,‖ in which a principle drawn from 
the Bible was explained in terms relevant to the lives of the congregation. There was 
usually an appeal to act on the message, although this varied greatly in its nature. 
Finally there was an assumption ―always implied and sometimes stated, that this 
speech was in some sense delivered in the name of God.‖
66
 There is a somewhat 
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encouraging indication here that the core theoretical constructs of the North 
American homileticians who write most extensively on preaching are embodied in 
the practice of a typical sample of preachers from the mainline British 
denominations. It could be that this is an area that is worthy of more extensive 
empirical research. 
A definition with a coda 
From these sources, and following these considerations, I suggest as a working 
definition of preaching for the purposes of this research:
67
  
An address in the context of Christian worship with an authority 
presumed to be from God as revealed in the Bible and Christian 
tradition, with content based on Scripture and which is 
attempting (with an expectation of the presence of the Holy 
Spirit) to make that content relevant and applicable to the lives of 
the hearers within both the cultural and ecclesial context shared 
by preacher and hearers. 
What this lacks in eloquence will I hope be made up in usefulness. Like any 
definition, however, this is to say the least a bit dry. What it fails to suggest for me is 
something of the flavour and energy of good preaching. Rev. Dr Leslie Griffiths, 
Methodist preacher, broadcaster, and Superintendent Minister of Wesley‘s Chapel in 
London, put it once: ―Preaching must be passionate, urgent, persuasive, engaging, 
eye-opening, mind boggling, poetry, prophecy, uplifting and upsetting.‖
68
 It would 
seem that the African-American Baptist minister, Henry H. Mitchell, cherished 
similar ideals when he wrote that ―The best of gospel preaching is at once 
proclamation and celebration … a part of the genius of Black preaching has been its 
capacity to generate this very kind of celebration, despite the hardest of 
circumstances.‖
69
 Can preaching like this be learned? What does it take to impress 
upon a person being called to preach the sense that preaching, if done well, should be 
some or all of these things? And if so impressed, by what means will that preacher be 
enabled to preach in these ways? But this leads us to ask what is going on when the 
church as an institution attempts to train or develop its preachers. Here there has 
traditionally been a focus on the person of the preacher.  
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The qualities of a preacher 
Indeed, much homiletical teaching concerns the qualities and character of the 
preacher, and is for many writers, from Augustine to James S. Stewart a question of 
their holiness and spirituality. The Dutch theologian Desiderius Erasmus (c.1466 - 
1536) wrote: 
The preacher should exhibit purity of heart, chastity of body, 
sanctity of deportment, erudition, wisdom, and above all 
eloquence worthy of the divine mysteries.
70
 
In addition to such high virtues, a rare set of natural abilities may also be seen in the 
call for ―eloquence worthy of the divine mysteries‖. In truth our own experience of 
very good preaching may discourage us, when it seems to derive from gifting and 
have nothing to do with training. As Tom Long put it:  
The more dynamic preachers, the ones people seem most to 
admire, often appear to have a certain innate flair, a knack for 
preaching that seems more like a gift than a set of skills. Some of 
these preachers have never taken a class in preaching, never read 
a manual on homiletics. Even if they have been formally trained 
in preaching, they seem more born to the task than instructed in 
the craft. We admire their abilities, but we wonder for ourselves 
if the capacity for effective preaching is within our reach. Can 




But there have been great preachers who recognise that there are, in addition, 
practical, definable, and perhaps even teachable aspects of preaching. Martin Luther 
outlined nine virtues for the making of a preacher: 
A good preacher should have these properties and virtues; first, 
to teach systematically; secondly, he should have a ready wit; 
thirdly, he should be eloquent; fourthly, he should have a good 
voice; fifthly, a good memory; sixthly, he should know where to 
make an end; seventhly, he should be sure of his doctrine; 
eighthly, he should venture and engage body and blood, wealth 
and honour, in the word; ninthly, he should suffer himself to be 
mocked and jeered of every one.
72
 
There is a mixture here of naturally endowed gifts, talents that may be developed and 
attitudes that may be adopted. The American Congregational pastor Horace Bushnell 
has been called the ―father of modern liberal theology… and one of the most 
                                                 
70
 Roland Herbert Bainton, Erasmus of Christendom (London: Collins, 1970), p. 323. 
71
 Thomas G. Long, The Witness of Preaching (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1989), p. 21. 
72
 Martin Luther, William Hazlitt et al., The Table Talk of Martin Luther, New edn (London: H.G. 
Bohn, 1857), p. 182.  The translation of William Hazlitt, edited by Thomas S. Kepler, as originally 
published by The World Publishing Company, is presently published as a reprint by Baker Books. 
    
Chapter 1: Introduction 24  
significant American theologians of the nineteenth century.‖
73
 He wrote in 1866 that 
there were four talents required to make a preacher. These were: ―high scholarship‖, 
―a metaphysical and theologic (sic) thinking style‖,  a ―talent for expression,‖ and a 
―manner and voice for speaking.‖
74
 Here is a collection of natural aptitudes and 
abilities, the first two of which may be enhanced by sustained and intensive 
education, and the second two requiring above average abilities but abilities that may 
be improved through training and attention. 
Continuing his introduction quoted above, Long looks at the gifts required of a 
preacher: 
Preaching requires such gifts as a sensitivity to human need, a 
discerning eye for the connections between faith and life, an ear 
attuned to hearing the voice of scripture, compassion, a growing 
personal faith, and the courage to tell the truth.
 75
  
None of these one would expect to find in the agreed competencies or learning 
outcomes of a course on preaching, although to be fair ministerial training of the 
pastor will name many of them. Long‘s prescription for the developing preacher does 
encourage those who suspect that they are not nor are ever likely to be classed in the 
―more dynamic preacher‖ category. He continues: 
These qualities cannot be taught in the traditional sense of 
classroom instruction, but those who possess them can learn 
much in the classroom about how to exercise them in preaching. 
There are lessons to be mastered, skills to be honed, processes of 
sermon development to be explored. In short, there is much 
about preaching that can be, and must be, learned.
 76
 
This advocacy for pedagogical instruction in preaching assumes that preaching is 
something that can be learned, and the preacher is someone who can learn, although 
the emphasis is again on the individual‘s virtues and talents. As I have already 
argued, such an understanding of the preacher and his or her gifts and abilities does 
not reveal the full picture. To do that we must consider the location of the preacher 
and the sermon act in their context. This is helpfully discussed by James Nieman, 
Professor of Practical Theology at Hartford Seminary in the US. Drawing on 
contemporary philosophical understandings of ‗practice‘, he proposes five frames by 
which we may analyse and interpret preaching. Preaching can be viewed or framed 
as an action, and as common, meaningful, strategic and purposive. To say that 
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preaching is an action, his first frame, goes beyond the obvious with the recognition 
that actions as Nieman uses the word are part of larger domains of endeavour. 
Successful performance of such actions depends on cognitive understanding of the 
domain as well as mastery of appropriate psycho-motor skills derived through 
practice. To say that actions such as preaching are common, his second frame, is to 
recognise that they are part of a community‘s activity, with a ―social or collective 
quality.‖ They are essentially the ―product of a group, using group resources and 
serving group interests, even when they are performed by individuals.‖
77
 He 
highlights the importance of seeing this common quality as ―existing in and across 
time,‖ for ―practices are always traditioned, standing within and in turn shaping the 
stream of how a group operates.‖
78
  
Thirdly a practice such as preaching is meaningful. This not just to say that a 
preached message conveys meanings that may be understood, but that there are in 
addition many overlapping layers of meaning to be discerned in the practice, 
including the iconic significance of the action itself being performed. Fourthly, the 
practice of preaching is strategic, which is to say that there are orchestrated and 
sometimes tightly-scripted techniques involved in the execution of the action. 
Finally, a practice in his usage is purposive, it has aims and goals, ―a forward energy 
… a teleological drive that is central to the existence of any practice‖.
79
  
Using this thick description of preaching as practice enables Nieman, Long et al. to 
view through these ‗frames‘ what must be learned in order to preach. Similarly, my 
research tries to identify and explore the mechanisms, the processes and the 
influences which are instrumental in shaping preachers, whatever the style of their 
delivery or the substance of their doctrine. In particular I will be building on the idea 
of framing preaching as a common, traditioned, and socially meaningful action as I 
introduce and discuss the concept of communities of practice in chapter 4.  
Homiletics and the training of preachers 
In seeking definitions of preaching, I have already begun to touch on some of the 
pedagogical implications. Homiletics is something of a Cinderella in the theological 
curriculum, living ―down in the basement,‖ to quote Charles Bartow of Princeton 
Theological Seminary.
80
 This is where seminarians who know their Bible and who 
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have had a grounding in biblical studies, exegesis and systematics are sent to master 
some communication skills and to find out how to ―sugar-coat their educated gospel 
truths‖ so that they can be received by ordinary parishioners in the churches they will 
serve. But at least the training of the preacher in seminaries in the United States is 
highly developed, with advanced as well as introductory courses, tenured faculty and 
well-equipped facilities such as dedicated ‗preaching labs.‘ 
In the UK, the home of preaching in the curriculum for students training to serve in 
UK churches is usually within pastoralia, with an emphasis on the practical - that is, 
if it has a home at all. There are few textbooks written in the UK, and no widely 
agreed syllabus, and as I revealed in an earlier research project, it is seldom covered 
in anything more than an introductory way in theological training and ministerial 
formation within the mainline denominations.
81
 I will return to this shortly. 
What might be the reasons for this? Reflecting on the theological training in mainline 
US Protestant seminaries, Walter C. Jackson writes: 
For the most part, practical ministry did not achieve a base in the 
theological academy. Practical ministry skills were either 
perceived to be God-given gifts, and therefore unable to be 
learned, or so easy to learn they were taken for granted.
82
 
He believes that practical field learning has remained under-emphasised in 
theological training. Jackson suggests that: 
One of the major reasons for the de-emphasis of practical 
education was the uneasiness of educators with performance-
based learning and the integrated, practical intelligence required 
for successfully acquiring and using it.
83
  
At this point Jackson cites Sternberg‘s and Wagner‘s examination of practical 
intelligence.
84
  The theoretical constructs aiding our understanding of ‗practical 
intelligence‘ – which is a significant part of learning to preach – are addressed in 
chapter 2 of this thesis. 
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A second reason for preaching not being taught directly is its ―inextricable relation to 
the other disciplines‖ of theological education.
85
 In my own recent experience 
teaching in a US seminary I have seen a homiletics course that was apparently 
successfully offered over a number of years removed from the curriculum so that 
preaching could be covered within the Biblical Studies department. While on the one 
hand the integration promised by such a move is welcome, the argument against it 
derives from the understanding that homiletical communication has as much to do 
with the cultural space inhabited by speaker and listeners as it does with competent 
biblical exegesis and orthodox hermeneutics. Furthermore, students in training for 
ministry need to be able to ask in all subjects being studied, not just the biblical ones, 
―How can this or that concept be preached?‖ 
When homiletics is in the curriculum, it is seldom subject to the same examination 
and assessment procedures as Systematics, Ethics or Greek. This has some 
justification, even apart from the practical difficulties of assessment. A demonstrable 
ability to preach would seem to involve much more of the person than just their 
intellectual abilities or, in the terminology of the academy, their abilities to analyse, 
to synthesise and to integrate knowledge and concepts. To be sure, students are 
assessed on their preaching ability in many courses, colleges and training schemes, 
but it is often evaluated in a similar way to their pastoral counselling skills, with 
formal or informal comments on the performance of an assignment, but without a 
score or grade that contributes to any degree awarded. One significant risk attendant 
on not having equal academic status is that the subject does not appear valued by the 
institution that apparently gives high priority to academic results and awards. 
Countering this situation would seem to require intentional and pro-active measures 
to keep preaching in the centre of the life of the formational community. Even here 
there are difficulties, for this cannot be predicated on a model of residential training 
that is no longer a dominant pattern for ministerial formation in the UK. It is one of 
the major exploration areas of this research to look at influences on the developing 
preacher that extend in time long before and after the course taken in the period of 
prescribed training prior to ordination or licensing. 
Here I refer to the findings from some earlier research into denominational 
programmes for developing preachers. The VOX Project was a study carried out in 
2002 - 2004 by the Centre for Christian Communication while I was Director, and 
this has served in some ways as a pilot study for this thesis. The focus of the research 
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was the provision in theological education and programmes for ministerial formation 
in the UK of training in preaching, apologetics and media skills. It drew on 
questionnaires to colleges, courses and training schemes, as well as a hosted 
colloquium of teachers of preaching. The published result was The Vox Report.
86
 It 
should be noted that the Centre was located in England and was in its day to day 
work concerned with providing resources for local clergy and with training Anglican 
and Methodist candidates for ordained ministry. Consequently if regrettably the data 
from Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland was not as full as that obtained from 
English colleges, courses and training schemes.
87
  
The study found that training for preaching ministry was highly variable, with many 
different approaches and varieties of syllabus, but there was an encouraging sign that 
virtually all programmes for ministerial training and development required a course 
of preaching at Level 1 (equivalent to first or second year undergraduate work). It 
was not always the case, however, that homiletics had the full number of those 
course hours to itself: quite often it was just one part of a course covering preaching, 
liturgy and worship together. It was also found that fewer than 1 in 5 institutions 
offered courses beyond Level 1.
88
  
Nevertheless, there was a degree of unanimity among teachers and course organisers 
about how to teach preaching. The topics that were affirmed by the Report as most 
appropriate and important for courses to cover were Handling Scripture, Sermon 
Delivery, Theology of Preaching, and Sermon Evaluation Strategies.
89
 These 
categories give us an idea of how those delivering such courses interpret stated and 
agreed expectations for training. For Anglican ministers these have been stated as:  
Basic understanding of preaching and teaching skills, as well as 
some assessed preaching experience.
90
  
In fact there is little in the Church of England Ministry Division documents to 
specify how that basic understanding is to be delivered by colleges, leaving such 
matters to the college curriculum planning and the periodic evaluations by the 
Ministry Division.  
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Moving on from the teaching of preaching to learning in situ, there were also clear 
indications that some form of reflection on practice was deemed important by all 
parties involved in ministerial formation. The Vox Report observed: 
Sermon Evaluation Strategies are considered important enough 
to cover by colleges, Courses and Schemes, whereas the majority 




This had been underlined by the approach recommended by the Ministry Division 
which specified, as a desirable outcome of post-ordination training the following: 
Competence in preaching through increasingly frequent and 
regular practice, with the assistance of others, including laity, in 
reflecting on the experience.
92
  
This was further developed in the section on the ‗Working Agreement‘ between 
Training Incumbent and Curate: 
There should be a regular opportunity to share in the design and 
leading of worship, and in preaching ... and it is desirable that the 
curate‘s sermons should be reviewed with the incumbent, and 
with other colleagues and lay people where appropriate.
93
 
Finally, the VOX research found that for CME trainers the top three most important 
factors in helping ordained ministers to improve their preaching were congregational 
feedback, feedback from mentor, supervisor or training incumbent, and increasing or 
guarding time spent preparing sermons.
94
 This strongly supports educational 
perspectives affirming that improvement occurs through practice, through reflection 
on practice, and through planning for better practice, and is an embodiment of the 
action – reflection – theory cycle that will be discussed in the next chapter.
95
 
The appreciation that learning to preach is best seen as part of a minister‘s life-long 
learning is not always evident, as pointed out in the SAFOT report delivered to the 
Church of England on the structure and funding of theological training: 
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Most initial training will espouse the value of lifelong learning 
but ordination is such a major transition within the life of the 
Church that it is easy to think that training is now basically in the 
past. Further there is little visible connection between the 
training offered before and after ordination. (We believe there is 
too much pressure on IME to deliver everything in a frontloaded 




With such pressure is not surprising to find that learning preaching, along with other 
subjects, is not properly addressed. Nevertheless there are encouraging signs. In a 
recent Doctor of Ministry dissertation, American Roman Catholic David J. Shea 
draws his conclusions regarding the ideal role of the homiletics instructor.  
At the core of this model for formation is the adoption of certain 
pedagogies that place instructor and students on a more level 
playing field, where the primary role of the instructor becomes 
that of a coach and a trainer, mirroring in many respects the 
relationship between a coach and his athletes. The instructor 
opens up the planning of the course so that the definition of 
objectives, methods, and measurements are collaboratively 
defined by both instructor and students. Self-directed learning 
and learner-centered principles are employed foundationally, and 
the instructor willingly surrenders some of his unilateral control 
over the course and the classroom.
97
  
These recommendations share a common derivation with several of the findings of 
this thesis, particularly the importance of mentoring and the recognition in very 
practical terms (as in, ―the instructor opens up the planning of the course‖) of the 
sovereignty and self-direction of the adult learner. Such recommendations can and 
should lead to a number of changes from current experience and practice in the 
seminary. Shea continues: 
The fundamental nature of the relationship between instructor 
and student changes where, it is hoped, the students begin to 
place increased trust in the instructor. The environment of the 
classroom undergoes a change where risk is encouraged and 
rewarded, where students feel free to experiment with new 
methods and forms for preaching and encouraged to practice 
different styles of delivery. It becomes an environment where the 
instructor serves as one model of the preacher, where his 
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homilies and his delivery are scrutinized and critiqued by the 
students as part of their formation.
98
 
Here there may be detected a clear move away from what has been called the 
banking approach to education, and the teacher as fount of knowledge and wisdom, 
and towards an appreciation of the learning environment that must be created. This 
was emphasised by Don Wardlaw, Professor of Preaching and Worship at 
McCormick Theological Seminary, Chicago, in a book edited for the American 
Academy of Homiletics. He wrote: 
If the goals in a preaching class are only to indoctrinate students 
with the history and theology of preaching, and to inculcate them 
with an understanding of the basic techniques for preparing and 
delivering sermons, then we need only lecture with a few 
practice labs thrown in to get the job done.
99
  
Wardlaw and his fellow writers do not believe that preaching is best taught – or 
learnt – in that way, nor that what is taught that way will truly be preaching, nor 
indeed that such a strategy would be adequate for ―readying any pastor to ‗preach in 
season and out of season, convince, rebuke and exhort, be unfailing in patience and 
in teaching‘ (2 Timothy 4:2).‖
100
  What he believes will provide the most fruitful 
conditions for the preacher‘s development  is a learning climate grounded in a 
Christian community whose lived values include trust and mutual support. As we 
come to consider the value of communities of practice and of learning that is enabled 
by working with peers, this will be an important ideal to bear in mind.  
The collective effort of the writers in Wardlaw‘s book was criticised by Thomas 
Long for focussing too much on the inner life of the preacher, and depending on or 
deriving too much from the ―truth through personality‖ definition that considered 
earlier.
101
 In Long and Tisdale‘s book the writers stress that the teaching of preaching 
is best located in the practice of the Christian community, with the concern for the 
learner‘s individual developmental needs downplayed. In my view the distance 
between Wardlaw‘s writers and those in Long and Tisdale‘s volume may not be as 
great as Long suggests, for in Wardlaw‘s book the importance of environment and 
context to learning to preach is well presented. In any case the emphasis of the 
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former on preaching as a social act, socially learned is very supportive of the main 
thrust of this thesis. 
In recent conversation with officials from both institutions featuring in the empirical 
work of my research, The Methodist Church of Great Britain and the Church of 
Scotland, I learned that major revisions of their approaches to theological training 
were being carried out. Such was the state of flux that it was not feasible to examine 
closely the changes that were being proposed in time for this thesis. My impression is 
that old methods of training preachers have become unpopular or their effectiveness 
diluted by widely varying implementations, and their value has been questioned. 
Decreasing resources, an expanding range of roles expected of the minister, a 
growing sense of being time-poor as well as cash-poor, along with theological 
uncertainties about the value of preaching threaten to crowd out exploration into 
ways of training the church‘s preachers today. It is the purpose of this thesis to make 
a contribution to that much-needed exploration. 
Conclusion 
One may not agree with Plato‘s Socrates that virtue comes to the virtuous by the gift 
of God; still less that good preaching comes to the preacher solely by the gift of God. 
I began, as Socrates recommended, by enquiring into the nature of what is being 
learned. Knowing what is being expected of the preacher, and what the preacher 
believes that he or she is doing enables one to study how that activity might be 
learned. In this introduction I have considered different understandings and 
definitions of preaching and of the preacher. After this I reviewed some historical 
and present day views of what is required in the formation of a preacher. Finally I 
looked at homiletics and its tenuous place as a discipline in the academy. Though 
more highly developed and much more widely taught in the US than in the UK, 
homiletics both suffers and benefits from being outside the classic theological 
curriculum offered to ministers in formative training. At the end of this thesis I will 
seek to show how this insecure and occasionally ambivalent relationship with 
institutional training can be improved. In the next chapter I ask whether cognitive 
and behavioural – oriented learning theory can contribute to our understanding of 
learning to preach.  
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Chapter 2 
Cognitive Theories of Learning 
 
In this chapter I review cognitive and psychologically-oriented learning theory 
within the realm of adult education to establish a range of perspectives on the process 
of learning preaching. After an introduction outlining the difference between 
individual and social theories of learning, I question whether a strictly behavioural 
account will serve our purposes. I then delineate some of the many different 
approaches to cognitive styles and conceptions and taxonomies of learning and the 
ways they have supported attempts by educationalists to take into account individual 
learning styles. I conjecture briefly on how cognitive styles might map onto some 
traditional understandings of the requirements of preaching.  
Theories of experiential learning underpin the action – reflection – theory cycle of 
learning, increasingly valued in theological education and training for ministry, and I 
look at some critiques and refinements. Finally I ask whether a consideration of adult 
learning theory can lead to useful and probing questions being asked of preaching 
training courses and schemes. Although the rest of the thesis is more concerned with 
social theories of learning, this chapter allows me to recognise that psychologically 
oriented theories of learning have their place in a complete description of the 
formation of preachers. It can be seen that there are many points of connection and 
there may be some limited relevance for institutional programmes committed to 
training preachers. 
Individual and social theories of learning 
Educational psychologist Mark Tennant points out that psychological theories of 
education fall broadly into two camps, depending on whether they begin with the 
individual or with the social environment.
1
 When they take the person as the starting 
point, the emphasis is on the internal make-up, the motivations and conceptions in 
that person. Theories can be behavioural, focussing on the observable actions 
considered as a set of responses to external factors. They may be phenomenological, 
based on data derived from the reported inner experiences of the learner subject. 
Finally they may be epistemological and derived from theoretical constructs of 
mental events and processes.  
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When the environment is the starting point or ground for understanding learning, the 
learner is viewed principally in relation to his or her social context, and learning is 
one aspect among many of the dynamic relationship between the person and society. 
‗Society‘ must here be taken to include the entire range of social and cultural 
resources that, ever in flux, nevertheless mediate the learning process. Strictly 
behavioural accounts can be based on either a ―mechanistic relationship between the 
person and the social forces acting on it‖
 2
 or on more dialectical approaches in 
which the person and the social environment act on each other.  
This distinction to some extent influences the approach in the theoretical chapters of 
this thesis. In this chapter I will consider theories of learning which focus on the 
internal mechanisms and kinds of learning that take place in the individual mind (a 
nexus of reflective and non-reflective, conscious and unconscious conceptions, 
motivations, interpretative strategies, patterns of thinking and styles of appropriating 
knowledge and meaning). In the following two chapters I will focus on socially 
mediated aspects of learning. Of course neither approach is complete without the 
other, but it is important to recognise that a social perspective underpins the heart of 
this thesis, and allows consideration to be given to forms of development of 
preachers that are, I am proposing, neglected or poorly understood in our time. A 
review of psychological theories will however provide a necessary backdrop for this. 
Why not a behavioural analysis? 
Behavioural theories have an emphasis on externally observable and experimentally 
controllable events. Based on a positivist epistemology, the language of 
behaviourism has traditionally been that of stimulus and response, reward and 
punishment, and in its early twentieth-century origins represented an aspiration 
towards supreme objectivity in scientific method.
3
  
A behaviourist account of a preacher in action before a congregation might examine 
the physical setting, the voice, posture and gestures of the preacher, and the listeners‘ 
observable responses. It might attempt to determine to what extent the preacher‘s 
behaviour is reinforced by the feedback received, or whether the rhetoric of the 
speaker can be correlated with observable changes in the listeners.  It will not 
concern itself with issues of a divine presence, acts of socio-cultural interpretation, 
ideology and power, implicit messages and semiotic feedback loops or in other 
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words the meaning-creating and meaning-sharing activity that takes place in the kind 
of theological discourse that preaching represents. The fact that a behaviourist study 
could be conducted largely irrespective of the content and meanings of the 
communication act renders behaviourism somewhat theologically sterile for the 
purposes of this research.
4
 Behaviourism led to the development of more 
sophisticated models for studying education and learning,
5
 and certainly there may 
be value for teachers of preaching in one of its offshoots, competency-based 
education.
6
 Adopting this approach would enable an arguably overdue move towards 
setting agreed standards of competency in preaching. Indeed, setting educational 
aims and objectives is now of course standard for curriculum development in higher 
education, and homiletics courses are conforming to this. Yet, for the reasons 
adduced above, one suspects that an exclusively behavioural assessment of preaching 
would encounter resistance from both students and trainers. The interior, personal 
element of preaching represented by the heartfelt message that the preacher is drawn, 
even compelled to communicate would lack recognition in a behavioural account. 
Also missing, by definition as well as owing to the impossibility of developing 
measuring instruments, would be the divine transaction taking place in the locus of 
the preacher‘s words, the listener‘s thoughts and feelings, and the action of the Holy 
Spirit.  
Cognitive styles 
Among the descriptions of how people learn, there have been attempts to analyse 
individual learning patterns and to discern discrete and objective (if not quantifiable) 
learning aptitudes.  In some schools of thought these aptitudes or learning styles are 
seen as relating to cognitive styles, or the different ways individuals 
characteristically or habitually organise and process mental phenomena. Early 
psychological study from the 1880‘s onwards (according to the overview provided 
by Riding and Rayner) began to take note that some people have a predominantly 
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verbal way of representing information in thought while others are more visual or 
imaginal [sic].
7
 There have been numerous classifications of cognitive styles, and 
multi-dimensional instruments for measuring such styles, including Myers-Briggs 





,  the Allinson-Hayes Cognitive Style Index 
(CSI), the Kirton Adaption-Innovation Inventory (KAI)
10
, and the Kolb and Fry 
Learning Style Inventory (LSI). 
For the scholarly psychologist, many of these instruments do not adequately 
differentiate between cognitive abilities or levels (such as an IQ test might measure) 
and styles which indicate an individual‘s preferred mode of learning. Furthermore, 
‗styles‘ has been used to encompass a gamut of factors: environmental, emotional, 
sociological, physical as well as psychological – that contribute to the way 
individuals store, retrieve and process knowledge. Others tests such as the Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator are routinely employed to assess and characterise individuals 
with respect to many other aspects of personality and how they affect relationships at 
work and at home. For the homiletical educator, there are some promising avenues to 
be explored that are beyond the scope of one dissertation. One might ask how, for 
example, do ―adapters‖ and ―innovators‖ differ when as preachers they encounter 
extreme dissonance between time-honoured and institutionally enshrined dogma and 
the real and immediate pastoral problems such as suffering or gender orientation? 
Preaching and psychological type 
Drawing on personality profiling based on the psychological type theories of Carl 
Jung, Leslie J. Francis, Professor of Religions and Education at the University of 
Warwick has developed the Francis Psychological Type Scale (FPTS).
11
 He has 
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tested this with church ministers in a number of studies correlating psychological 
types and religious practice, preferences and tendencies. He has also gone on to 
develop the SIFT method of preaching
12
 (from the words Sensing, Intuitive, Feeling 
and Thinking as they appear in the scales used for psychological profiling). This is a 
development of the relationship between biblical hermeneutics and psychological 
type theory he explored with P. Atkins in several books on lectionary preaching 






 In the SIFT method, 
preachers and readers of Scripture are invited to relate their psychological type to 
their reception and interpretation of the gospel narratives.  
Leslie Francis has further developed these concepts and applied them to the 
hermeneutical task facing preachers in a book with Andrew Village, Senior Lecturer 
in Practical and Empirical Theology at the University of York St. John. By beginning 
to consider the meaning-making process of preaching with respect to culture and the 
listener, their work goes far beyond business oriented personality profiling and 
moves in a similar direction to this thesis. They recognise that ―… sermons are the 
result of complex interactions between preachers, their world and their God. 
Preachers are part and parcel of the act of preaching.‖
16
 They then show some of the 
ways in which each preacher can have natural preferences and different 
psychological orientations towards, for instance, quiet concentrated study of the 
biblical text as opposed to the clarification of their ideas through vigorous discussion 
with others or vice versa.  
Further, they assert that recognition of personality type differences can refine and 
help the way preaching is taught. 
Psychological insight into the differences between introverts and 
extraverts makes it clear that there may be no one right way in 
which to prepare for preaching… The difficulty, however, arises 
when introverted preachers try to teach extraverts to do things 
the introverted way, or vice versa.
17
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These are important insights into the way preachers operate. The work of Leslie 
Francis et al. is beginning to appear in the homiletics curriculum for ministerial 
training in the US and in the UK. More widespread recognition could help, for 
example, the relationship between ministry candidates and the supervisory ministers 
with whom they are placed to learn preaching. 
Multiple intelligences 
Within the cognitive approaches to theories of learning is Howard Gardner‘s theory 
of Multiple Intelligences, first outlined in his 1982 work, Frames of Mind, and more 
recently strongly presented by Thomas Armstrong.
18
 There are eight intelligences 
that Gardner eventually refined from his early work: Linguistic, Logical – 
Mathematical, Spatial, Bodily – Kinaesthetic, Musical, Interpersonal (understanding 
others), Intrapersonal (understanding oneself), and Naturalist.
19
 Though later critics 
have suggested that ‗talents‘ would be a better term, and have attempted to undercut 
the presumed objective reality of such behavioural complexes, Gardner did try to 
demonstrate that each has a different underlying cognitive process, and moreover can 
be associated with particular areas of the brain.
20
 
Allowing provisionally for the validity of this theory, I would conjecture that 
preaching would seem to draw most particularly on the linguistic intelligence. This 
was described as the capacity to use words effectively, whether orally or in writing. 
Such intelligence is marked by semantic understanding of how words carry meaning, 
as well as structural understanding of syntax and grammar. These understandings are 
combined with or expressed through well-developed and demonstrably effective 
practical abilities in persuasive, rhetorical and educational explanation. Clearly a 
trainer in preaching might benefit from ways to assess and to improve this form of 
intelligence in developing preachers.  
An examination of traditional Christian practice would also seem to indicate that in 
communication terms preaching will be enabled and considerably enhanced by a well 
developed interpersonal intelligence as well. The ability to understand others is a 
key component of preaching that brings and applies a message to the lives of the 
hearers. For instance, as Francis and Village point out:  
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The ability to contextualize sermons is an essential component to 
all preaching. Even where preaching is considered to be the text-
driven proclamation of the gospel, the effectiveness of each 




Within the psychological type system used by Francis and Village, a preacher with 
such an intelligence might well be one who is more on the extravert end of the 
introvert – extravert scale and thus ―may be better at reading the context than reading 
the text.‖
22
 I am not proposing correlations between the different systems of analysis, 
but attempting to illustrate that there are implications for preaching arising from an 
understanding of such psychologically oriented systems.  
Tennant notes the value of some of these theories in de-coupling ability from 
differences.
23
 Ability is often judgmentally valued from ‗best‘ through ‗average‘ 
down to ‗poor‘, whereas differences may be couched in terms of strength - weakness. 
Even better are non-evaluative positions on polar scales representing different groups 
of the population. Instruments that are demonstrably sensitive to gender and ethnic 
differences would also be useful. However the central weakness that afflicts many of 
these theories of learning is the lack of empirical evidence to support them as 
experiential models, and this is another reason to treat them tangentially in this study. 
While connections, ranging from the fanciful to the obvious and commonsensical, 
can easily be made between these theories and the enterprise of preaching, it is less 
easy to apply them fruitfully to the practical challenge of learning preaching. The 
best hope may be for educators who are able through knowledge of such conceptual 
schemes to appreciate the diversity of student ‗intelligences.‘ They will recognise 
that student preaching can exhibit, for example, a range of rhetorical skills deriving 
from these different strengths or abilities to shape and express meaning in the spoken 
word. Students in turn could be taught that their ultimate congregational listeners will 
also receive and respond to their preaching and their teaching in a range of ways.
24
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Constructivist learning theories 
In versions of cognitive constructivism
25
 the learner seeks to build mental 
‗structures‘ that are primarily tied, most of the time, to a task facing them and that is 
‗out there‘ in the environment. Knowledge (or a schema to organise knowledge) is 
principally a subjective experience, one that can only be verified by the knower. In 
some epistemological forms of constructivism the link between mind and reality, or 
indeed the existence of a verifiable reality, becomes less important than the 
structuring process itself. The well known quotation by Swiss developmental 
psychologist and educator Jean Piaget‘s (1896 – 1980) epitomises this: ―The mind 
organises the world by organising itself.‖
26
 There is an existential scepticism derived 
from the extreme of this position but it need not detain us, for our concern is with 
theories of knowing, and their adequacy in informing the learning process. 
Constructivist theories of knowing do however inform theories of learning through 
experience, since the mind‘s structures arise or are built through action in the world. 
Such a practical understanding of knowledge I will shortly explore in my section on 
Experiential Learning below. 
Conceptions of learning 
Conceptions of learning attempt to discern patterns and modes of learning, 
identifying cognitive structures and their relationship to learner strategies. They are 
often theoretical, though some are based on phenomenographic approaches that 
collect data from learners‘ self-reports and interviews and that carry out all research 
within the context of those actually learning.  
For Marton, Dall' Alba and Beaty ―a conception is a way of being aware of 
something.‖
27
 Learning may be, according to one very simple conceptual framework, 
accumulative or transformative. To accumulate knowledge is to ‗know a lot‘ and 
may involve good memory skills in order that facts may be recalled. To be 
transformed in the way the self is viewed in relation to the world points to a 
different and more profound kind of learning. At first sight this framework is too 
limited to help us in our understanding of learning preaching. Säljö‘s 1979 interview-
                                                 
25
 I will consider later the quite different variant, social constructivism. 
26
 ―L‘intelligence organise le monde en s‘organisant elle-meme.‖ Jean Piaget, La Construction Du 
Réel Chez L'enfant (Neuchâtel: Delachaux et Niestlé, 1937), p. 311. 
27
 F. Marton, G. Dall' Alba et al., 'Conceptions of Learning', International Journal of Educational 
Research, 19 (1993). 
    
Chapter 2: Cognitive Theories 41  
based study
28
 was amplified by Marton, Dall' Alba and Beaty to a more nuanced, 
progressive list of categories of conceptions of learning: 
A. Increasing one's knowledge – largely at the level of discrete facts that may 
be unrelated 
B. Memorising and reproducing – demonstration of recall of facts, concepts, 
and information when required 
C. Applying – knowledge (including skills, methods) is recalled and used 
appropriately 
D. Understanding – ―making sense‖ of the knowledge, acquiring meaning 
through abstraction or relating knowledge to the world 
E. Understanding something in a different way – knowledge is re-interpreted 
to produce new comprehension and meaning  
F. Changing as a person 
All of these would seem on face value to contribute to or form a part of the 
preacher‘s development, but it does not seem accurate to see them as hierarchical or 
necessarily building on one another. A rhetorical skill such as understanding how to 
find and use illustration, for example, is not based on an accumulation of memorised 
and applied knowledge. The concepts do not reflect the affective dynamic vital to 
many forms of preaching of being compelled by the divine presence perceived in the 
process. Nor does this progression manage to reflect the experience of living in and 
with a sermon, and of delivering it yet seeing it changing as it engages listeners who 
are involved in the communication act as partners ―co-creating meaning‖ to use 
Quentin Schultze‘s expansive phrase.
29
 
Notable systematic theories are Bloom‘s taxonomies of learning
30
 and SOLO 
(Structure of Observed Learning Outcomes) as described by Biggs and Collis.
31
 
These have arisen largely out of a behavioural paradigm but are nevertheless useful 
when attempting to analyse and chart the progress of student conceptions of learning. 
Bloom‘s taxonomy split human learning achievement into three domains, cognitive, 
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affective and psycho-motor, each with their own hierarchy of levels. In the cognitive 
domain, the part of the taxonomy that has been most widely used, these levels have 










This structure might begin to creak if we tried to use it to chart corresponding stages 
in a preacher‘s development, and is perhaps to be expected since Bloom‘s taxonomy 
in its earlier forms has been viewed and applied as a tool to interpret child learning at 
primary school level. A major adaptation of the taxonomy by Lorin Anderson, a 
former student of Bloom‘s, has had wider application in the educational field.
32
 At 
first it looks like a minor revision with a few case changes, i.e. the nouns have 









The changes are rather significant however, with the top category of Ccreating 
replacing and upgrading Ssynthesis and allowing more explicitly for new forms of 
knowing. Creating is based on being able to evaluate, to judge or critique a position. 
Analysing and Applying are verb forms of Bloom‘s cognitive abilities in this 
schema. Understanding replaces Comprehension, to reflect better the ability to 
interpret and summarise when required. And Remembering labels more dynamically 
the process of knowledge accumulation, retention and recall. 
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This has the potential to begin to describe and to order phenomenologically at least 
part of the process of learning to preach. It may be that it applies most usefully to the 
development of rhetorical skills. I will seek in this study to note empirically where 
students are aware of learning progressions that map on to these categories, alongside 
the socially mediated modes of learning to be considered in the next chapter. It will 
be useful in the meantime to examine these modes of learning by considering them 
from a homiletical perspective. 
A theoretical application of learning modes 
Is it possible to see how a good – or competent – preacher would operate in any or all 
of these modes?  Recall for example Martin Luther‘s nine virtues for the making of a 
preacher:   
…to teach systematically … a ready wit … he should be 
eloquent …a good voice … a good memory … know where to 
make an end … sure of his doctrine … engage body and blood, 
wealth and honour, in the word … he should suffer himself to be 
mocked and jeered of every one.
33
 
Of these nine, the following appear as candidates for intellectual development 
according to Anderson‘s taxonomy: good memory, the ability to recall information 
and facts, is clearly essential to any public speaker, whether that Rremembering is 
exercised in the pulpit during delivery or in the study during preparation. 
Understanding can be seen in the requirement to be ‗sure of his doctrine‘ while able 
to explain, summarise and paraphrase it, as well as in teaching systematically,  
I think it would be forcing the connections to map Applying and Analyzing directly 
onto Luther‘s list, and yet anyone with passing pastoral and preaching experience 
might suspect those abilities must be present if one is going to be able to teach 
systematically.  
Similarly the exercise peters out looking for strict correspondence with Evaluating 
and Ereating, although knowing where to make an end surely depends on evaluative 
skill, and it may be observed that a good sign of creative intelligence is a ‗ready wit‘. 
Could another homiletician‘s views fit with Anderson‘s taxonomy of Creating – 
Evaluating – Analysing – Applying – Understanding - Remembering? Recall Horace 
Bushnell‘s four talents noted previously: high scholarship, metaphysical and 
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theologic [sic] thinking style, style or a talent for expression, and talent or a manner 
of voice for speaking.
34
 
Perhaps the first two may be examined in terms of the Anderson – Bloom taxonomy. 
Remembering (or recalling) information, along with the ability to understand (or 
interpret) and apply are foundational to what Bushnell seems to mean by scholarship, 
yet he expands it with this evocative description: 
It (scholarship) needs to be universal; to be out in God‘s 
universe, that is, to see, and study, and know everything, books 
and men and the whole work of God from the stars downward; to 
have a sharp observation
35 
 … so that, as the study goes on, the 
soul will be getting full of laws, images, analogies, and facts, and 
drawing out all subtlest threads of import to be its interpreters 
when the preaching work requires…
36 
 
He contrasts this with ―book learning‖: ―As far as the preacher is concerned, this 
large, free kind of scholarship is the only kind that will do him much good‖ and he 
continues: ―Books are not everything by a great deal. It is even one of the sad things 
about book-learning that it so easily becomes limitation upon souls, and a kind of dry 
rot in their vigor. The receptive facility absorbs the generative…‖
37
 Here he seems to 
recognise the danger of stopping short, perhaps, of the ‗creative‘ in Anderson‘s 
taxonomy.  But it may still be doubted whether one can map Analysing and 
Evaluating onto Bushnell‘s view of scholarship. Perhaps Analysing and Evaluating 
would together be the place for his other intellectual talent, a ‗metaphysical and 
theologic thinking style‘. This is hard to pin down in Bushnell‘s essay.
38
 He states 
that it is not ―cold, scientific thinking‖ or ―anatomizing‖ thought, but that ―the true 
thinking here is the original insight of premises or first things, not the building of 
cobhouse structures around them.‖ Nor is it a ―formulizing‖ kind of thought (which 
seems to come low down in Anderson‘s pyramid as well), although there is a place 
for it. He concludes in this part of his essay: 
On the whole, the kind of thinking talent wanted for a great 
preacher is that which piercingly loves; that which looks into 
things and through them, plowing up pearls and ores, and now 
and then a diamond. It will not seem to go on metaphysically, or 
scientifically, but with a certain roundabout sense and vigor. And 
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 And indeed some scepticism is warranted in the attempt to map our post-Freud, psychologically 
informed frames of reference onto nineteenth-century discourse.  
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people will be gathered to it because there is a gospel fire 
burning in it that warms them to a glow. This is power.
39
 
From his lyrical language and from, for example, the appeal for thinking that has 
‗vigor‘ [sic] one has to conclude that for Bushnell it takes far more than cognitive 
development to make a preacher.
40
 Unfortunately, little may be deduced from his 
account of the proper progress of a young preacher in gaining or developing these 
aspects of ‗pulpit talent‘. As far as the taxonomies of learning are concerned, more 
research is needed. One may say tentatively at this stage that accomplished preachers 
seem to operate in all of these modes. I conclude however that they do not 
systematically map a progression towards preaching competence in a reliable way, 
unless one wishes to assert that all of the modes of learning must be mastered before 
competence in preaching becomes a reasonable aspiration. Neither do they 
demonstrate that achievement or operation on one level is strictly necessary for 
functioning on another higher level.  
Re-aligning this discussion with the theological frameworks of this research, we also 
need to assert the element of divine agency. As Allan Demond wrote in his PhD 
thesis on teaching preaching: 
Christian sermons presume the reality and presence of God and 
attempts to preach in the Christian tradition hold open the 
possibility that God might infuse the preacher with transcendent 
capacities. It is always possible that the preacher might come to 




The practice of preaching, at least under our definition and understanding of 
preaching as discussed in the previous chapter, seems to resist a systematic 
cognitivist analysis or mapping onto some taxonomies of learning. 
Critique of learning styles 
More radically, and looking at practical implications for this work, one may conclude 
with James Atherton that ―learning styles don‘t matter.‖ Here he gently mocks the 
learning styles project: 
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In this class there is a serialist pragmatist kinaesthetic learner 
(who is also field-dependent, not to mention his MBTI), 
primarily a convergent thinker, high on logico-mathematical 
intelligence but low on linguistic intelligence, sitting next to a 
holist, reflector, primarily visual and field-independent... who is 
also chronically shy (no-one mentions that). Even assuming that 
such things can be assessed with some validity and reliability, 
which is itself far from clear — what are you going to do about 
it?  There are after all thirty other students in the class, each of 
whom could be described in similar terms. And two-thirds of 
them are female, and one-third male (two of whom are gay). Five 
of the class are from ethnic minorities, two are dyslexic, one is 
visually impaired, and three are clinically depressed (although 
only one of them knows it). Six are "mature" students — at least, 
they are chronologically over 25… Learning styles theory is an 
academic luxury: the students not only have rights but also 
responsibilities. You can't tune in to all of them, so they have to 
tune in to you.
42
 
Atherton‘s scepticism is not without warrant, as the authors of a recent study on 
learning styles wrote: 
Research into learning styles can be characterised as small scale, 
non-cumulative, uncritical and inward-looking. Our review 
provides detailed evidence of a proliferation of concepts, 
instruments and pedagogical strategies; for instance, we listed no 
less than 31 different dichotomies … This proliferation is a clear 
symptom of the current conceptual confusion, the serious failure 
of accumulated theoretical coherence and the absence of well-
grounded findings, tested through replication.
43
 
The authors of this report conclude that sound, serious and extensive empirical 
research is required to identify and test valid theories ―before any large-scale reforms 
of pedagogy on the basis of learning styles are contemplated.‖
44
  
Another reason that ―learning styles don‘t matter‖ is that, in practice, they cannot be 
allowed to matter. There is simply too much discrepancy between an ideal of 
matching teaching methods to learning styles and the demands of theological 
education and ministerial formation. Homiletics is enough of a Cinderella in the 
curriculum already without demanding several changes of costume for the Ball. 
Nevertheless there are important insights here for the preacher learning to preach. 
One is that for students, it can be helpful to consider their own learning style, and 
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liberating to recognise that learning approaches differ and that this can be a good 
thing. Secondly, the student preacher will eventually see herself or himself as a 
teacher in a significant respect. While the congregation is not a class, and education 
not the only goal of preaching, the preacher does well to realise that the congregation 
too is composed of people with valid differences. Individual listeners are receiving 
and processing the sermon in many individual ways, and an appreciation of learning 
styles can help develop the preacher‘s ability to construct sermons that will ‗get 
through‘ to a greater range of listeners. To conclude, the homiletics class may not be 
much transformed by learning styles, but the teacher bears some of the responsibility 
to convey an understanding of learning styles to the student.  
Conflict and cognitive dissonance 
Contra the emphasis on learning styles, Atherton is a reserved proponent of 
Cognitive Dissonance as a feature of effective learning. The classic statement of this 
is by Leon Festinger and is characterised as the mental discomfort occurring when 
students "find themselves doing things that don‘t fit with what they know, or having 
opinions that do not fit with other opinions they hold.‖
45
 Keeping the client‘s (or 
student‘s) good will, and closely matching and accommodating to their learning style 
has undoubted value, Atherton admits, but if taken too far can deprive the student of 
situations where conflict enables significant learning. Just as muscles are developed 
through opposition, so a student preacher can make significant learning progress 
when struggling to find a way to help others to hear the word of God that has become 
so obvious and clear to her or him. Of course it would be seem retrogressive to 
deliberately neglect or deny a learner the conditions that are thought to improve their 
appropriation of material and skills in efficient ways. Nevertheless the challenging of 
preconceptions within a safe learning climate is being recommended by advocates of 
Cognitive Dissonance in teaching as a strategy that is effective for some students.  
Experiential learning 
Theories of experiential learning (and indeed the conduct of practical theology as a 
particular form of experiential learning) may well be traceable to Aristotle‘s concept 
of ‗phronesis’. This may be translated as ‗practical wisdom‘ and is contrasted with 
his concepts of ‘theoria’ (theory) and ‘techne’ (technical reason). This phronesis is 
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or can be a product of educational processes that allow ―action and ongoing 
reflection continually (to) interpenetrate‖ (praxis).
46
  
Twentieth-century philosophical developments have expanded and reinforced this 
idea with a renewed interest in the practical nature of knowledge, as evident in these 
statements by Gadamer in his work on hermeneutics: 
Application is neither a subsequent nor a merely occasional part 
of the phenomenon of understanding, but co-determines it as a 




To some extent this undermines the typical Aristotelian attempt at classification and 
separation, for he is calling for a more holistic understanding of knowledge, practice 
and learning as interpenetrating each other in the student‘s progress. In many ways 
this call has been addressed through the work of Professor Donald A. Schön (1930-
1997). He wrote: 




Describing the acquisition and application of such ‗tacit knowledge‘ (in the phrase 
coined by the philosopher Michael Polanyi (1891-1976) and taken up Schön)
49
 is 
also a feature of those attempting to identify and theorise about the kind of 
knowledge held and transmitted within social structures.
50
 In Schön‘s work the 
problem that is identified arises from approaches to education that try to preserve 
―the model of Technical Rationality.‖ This model or organising project is driven by 
philosophical Positivism. It works well for professions such as medicine and law 
with their ―fixed and unambiguous ends, stable institutional contexts, and fixed 
contents of professional knowledge sufficient for rigorous practice.‖
51
 The model 
does not work for professions ―such as divinity and social work‖
52
 where judgements 
are made and situations are assessed spontaneously and without conscious 
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application of a rule or principle. Often the professional cannot describe the process 
or identify the rule or rules after the fact, in the same way that people are unable to 
explain how they recognise a face, to use one of Schön‘s examples. According to 
Schön this is ―the characteristic mode of ordinary practical knowledge,‖
53
 to the 
extent that it is appropriate to re-describe most professional knowledge as knowing 
in action.  
For the preacher, it is difficult but not impossible to conceive of a body of 
theological knowledge that might conform in the necessary epistemological respects 
to a model of technical rationality: historical systematics or biblical exegesis in some 
evangelical schools can exhibit many of the features of a technical rationality for its 
practitioners. But the idea is explicitly criticised by the authors of Wardlaw‘s 
Learning to Preach that ―preaching is primarily some kind of codified objective data 
that has to be received, accepted and adapted to…‖
54
 In neither my research nor 
experience have I come across a UK preacher who proceeds through a process of 
developing and giving a sermon by following orderly steps as one might assemble a 
bicycle or prepare for a surgical operation. Methods such as this for preparing a 
sermon do exist and are taught in some US seminaries, but they are rarely if ever 
taught in this country.
55
 Furthermore such homiletical method might be more 
creative and ‗divergent‘ (as Schön uses Nathan Glazer‘s terminology) than 
‗convergent‘ than it first appears. Although there is a procedure to follow, at key 
points success and progress to the next stage depends on inspiration. Whether such 
inspiration is divine or human
56
 the possibility of Technical Rationality as a primary 
mode of homiletical knowing is diminished on both practical and theoretical 
grounds.
57
 Without retreating solely to the ‗black boxes‘ of divine agency or tacit 
(indescribable) knowledge in preaching, our task is to consider the degree to which 
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knowing-in-action informs preaching, and ultimately the ways students come by such 
practical knowledge through social learning. 
Among the learning-as-process centred approaches, Honey and Mumford, in their 
1982 (revised and updated in 1992) work,
58
 describe a learning cycle for individuals 
based on the work of D.A. Kolb on experiential learning.
59
 
Learning, they say, is best viewed as a continuous process that moves from having an 
experience, to reviewing the experience, to conceptualising from the experience, to 
planning the next steps. This moves like a spiral into the next cycle of experience, 
review, concluding, planning.  In Kolb‘s model this cycle appears as Experience – 
Reflection – Abstract Conceptualisation – Experimentation. Each cycle feeds into the 
next, and the learner can enter at any stage of a cycle. One important insight is that 
no stage is fully effective on its own as a learning procedure.
60
 
However there are dissenting voices that find such schema unnecessarily prescriptive 
and even futilely academic. Phil Race, a Senior Fellow of the Higher Education 
Academy maintains that knowledge, if it is to be prized at all, is always a matter of 
doing, of experience, and of individual experimentation. Furthermore, he notes this 
insight is far from fresh. He quotes Sophocles:  
―One must learn by doing the thing; though you think you know it,  
you have no certainty until you try.‖
61
 
Race has popularised among teachers in the United Kingdom his ‗Ripples Model‘
62
 
in which he identifies five factors fundamental for learning: learning by doing; 
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learning from feedback; wanting to learn; needing to learn; making sense or 
‗digesting‘. This pattern begins with want and need, proceeds through doing, is 
accompanied by understanding through reflection, and is cemented or grounded in 
the learner by feedback. He insists that this model is not a cycle to be imposed on 
learners, but a pattern of learning to be respected and accommodated by teachers. 
Here is an experiential approach which on first reading is referring to the kinds of 
learning that a preacher experiences. As I consider the field studies, I will seek to 
identify situations where this pattern is evident, and how it is reinforced or 
undermined by institutional practice.  
Adult education and adult learning 
Before turning to social theories of learning that have already been implied or 
indicated by limitations in the cognitive theories, it is useful to recognise a variation 
of the cognitive – social dualism in the distinction which is sometimes drawn 
between adult education and adult learning. Adult education is usually taken to refer 
to planned or organised programmes or activities designed to facilitate the learning 
of adults. Adult learning may be defined as the measurable progress of the individual 
over time, and which progress derives from a range of experiences, input and stimuli, 
as well as from reflection carried out by and synthesis made by the learner. 




The premises and understandings of the term ‗adult learning‘ bring important 
dimensions to our study, and also reflect the dual perspectives outlined above. In 
1978 Malcolm Knowles explained six core principles of adult learning.
64
 The first 
recognises that adults tend to need to know why they need to learn in order to learn 
most effectively. Secondly, he highlights the learner's self-concept. In contrast to a 
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self-concept based on dependence, often fostered implicitly by the normalising 
teacher-student relationship, adults (ideally) maintain the concept of responsibility 
for their own decisions, and become self-directing in their own lives, and by 
extension their educational progress. The third principle concerns the role of the 
learners' experiences. An adult learner will bring a hugely influential set of 
experiences into relationship with the subject matter being taught, far beyond the 
capability of an educational director to anticipate or legislate. Fourthly there is the 
readiness to learn.  The context of the adult‘s later stages of life means that pragmatic 
considerations dominate. Readiness to learn is associated with coping with real-life 
situations, as well as with development, i.e. moving from one life stage to the next. 
Similar but importantly different from the last, the next principle states the 
importance of the orientation to learning. Adults are ―life-centred‖ rather than subject 
centred in their orientation to learning, and will be motivated by learning in the 
context of situations where there is a task to perform or a problem to be solved. The 
sixth principal demands consideration by the would-be educator of motivation. Adult 
motivation to learn is primarily internal, and often natural (that is, a complicit part of 
growing and developing). Adults are far less susceptible than children to externally 
derived motivations to learn, whether they are ‗sticks‘ such as the threat of exclusion 
from future learning or ‗carrots‘ of the order of awards and peer approval . Adults are 




These principles highlight in particular the self-directed nature of adult learning. 
Adults take responsibility for their learning in conscious and reflective ways not 
usually available to children. Our study of preaching, while taking account of the 
educationally interventionist aspects of homiletics as it is treated in seminaries, 
courses and training schemes, in literature and in the academy, will foreground and 
seek to recognise and explore the experience of the learner as an adult in becoming a 
preacher.  
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The cognitive learning theories considered earlier in this chapter, because of their 
focus on the individual are sometimes criticised for failing to take account of the 
social or institutionally defined goals and objectives of education, but this as 
Knowles points out risks confusing learning and education. The enquiry into the 
nature of the learning of adults may – indeed they must – hold at a critical distance 
the goals and purposes of, for example, human resource developers or community 
health educators, and presumably the requirements and expectations of the 
theological seminary. Learning and education must be kept conceptually distinct, 




According to Tennant, critics of andragogy as Knowles promoted and popularised it 
object to what they see as too much of a separation between the teacher and the 
learner.
67
 For Knowles this may have arisen out of the desire to empower the learner 
and redress the balance of power traditionally located in the teacher and the 
institution s/he emblemises. This leads Tennant to the observation that ―andragogy is 
not really a theory of adult learning at all, it is more a philosophical position on the 
aims of adult education and the relationship between the person and the society.‖
68
 In 
the same way, the difference between a child and an adult is seen in terms of the 
autonomy and greater rights that are accorded to the adult. The adult according to 
Knowles should not be treated as a child.
69
 But then neither should children, as we 
shall see in a moment. 
This usefully raises the question whether in fact children are so disadvantaged in 
terms of learning? In Matthew‘s Gospel Christ turned the expectation of precedent 
and privilege on its head: ―unless you change and become like children, you will 
never enter the kingdom of heaven.‖
70
 This may be seen as a profound, if not the 
most profound form of learning, if we are able to understand the Kingdom of Heaven 
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as at least partially available or accessible now.
71
 If so, then a condition for that 
learning is an ability or disposition to share the innocence, the willingness to trust, 
and the ‗teachability‘ or openness to new ideas and experiences of the child.  
Further, the concerns about rights and power alluded to above are critiqued by this 
understanding of child-like receptiveness to learning. Donald A. Hagner comments 
on this verse: 
Unless the disciples exhibit a childlike indifference to greatness 
by the world‘s standards, they ―cannot‖ (the double negative of 




A further biblical perspective on child and adult education can be gained in a study 
of the ―discipline passage‖ in Hebrews 12: 5-13:
73
  
My child, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, 
or lose heart when you are punished by him; 
6 
for the Lord disciplines those whom he loves, 
and chastises every child whom he accepts.
74
  
In the context, this is at first sight about explaining and enduring suffering, but other 
interpretations have been proposed. The issue turns on the translation of παιδεία 
paideia, and whether it is solely about discipline and punishment, as in Lane: ―the 
positive role that disciplinary sufferings play in the moulding of Christian 
character.‖
75
 It is however possible to see with Werner Jaeger the Classical Grecian 
educational elements of training, instruction and forming good habits of behaviour.
76
 
Within the rhetoric of parenting the assertion is made that submitting to the loving 
instruction of God is the pathway to spiritual growth and moral formation.
77
 
If there is a political agenda driving aspects of andragogy and seeking the ‗rights of 
the learner‘ then in light of these biblical perspectives there may also be within this 
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The student of preaching cannot in good conscience permit herself or himself such a 
sweeping hermeneutic of suspicion towards authority - no matter how badly she or 
he is being treated by training college, course or teacher.
79
 There will always be the 
potential for systemic violence against the individual within any institution, but to 
‗rise up against the oppressor‘ and struggle for the rights of the learner seems to carry 
with it an undercutting of the ‗childlikeness‘ which we have discussed here. A stance 
of receptivity, of open-ness, of ‗teachability‘, if it is indeed necessary to the 
formation of the mature Christian and as attested by countless authorities, will be 
equally necessary to the formation of the mature Christian preachers, if not more so. 
Such a stance, while it must not cause the student to accept blindly all that is being 
delivered in the name of the Lord by institutions exhibiting the fallen-ness of 




In this chapter I have reviewed a wide range of learning theories that fall roughly into 
the cognitive or psychologically-oriented domains, while beginning to outline the 
kinds of abilities and personal development that contribute to preaching skill. For the 
most part these theories are insufficient to encompass or describe theoretically the 
multi-layered enterprise that is preaching, or else they are not sufficiently grounded 
in behavioural science to assist the educator seeking a sure basis for developing 
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curricula. ―Learning styles don‘t matter‖ is a rallying call for those sceptical of 
theories of learning that try too hard to assert the rights of the learner, however they 
can be of value if they allow the focus of education to be on learning and its 
processes, rather than on learner and his rights or on teacher and his course content. 
The review has also thrown up factors such as conceptual struggle, disappointment 
and radical questioning in the learner preacher‘s development, and asks whether 
there are constructive implications for the educator of preachers. 
The role of practical experience aided by reflection, as common sense and received 
wisdom would testify, is clearly well supported by a theoretical base. The action-
reflection cycle is embedded, or at least acknowledged in some programmes of 
ministerial formation in the United Kingdom. Whether this has found its way into 
homiletics is another question, and the empirical work will seek to shed light on this. 
Finally, I considered how andragogy became emblematic of a move from teacher-
centred to learner-centred education, and there are valuable insights into the ways 
adults learn that could improve the experience of being taught. As a campaign for the 
rights of adult learners andragogy has its limitations if it becomes neglectful of the 
essential ‗teachability‘ common to young children.  Tom Long argues that the 
concern for the learner in homiletics has been overdone, but I suggest this can be 
seen as a refinement of andragogy when he says that there has been a ―movement in 
the field of homiletics …from a teacher-centred approach to a learner-centred 
approach, and then to a learning-centred approach.‖
81
 A goal of creating optimum 
conditions for learning would avoid the worst excesses of drives to political 
correctness and of theories of learning styles that are unworkable in practice. In the 
next two chapters we will consider how a learning-centred approach may be 
developed through a consideration of social learning theories. 
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Chapter 3 
Imitation and Role Models 
In the previous chapter I have argued for going beyond cognitive theories of learning 
to understand how preachers learn. Although such theories are useful for analysing 
the acquisition of many kinds of skill and knowledge, they fail to provide a fully 
adequate account of, as Tennant puts it, ―the way in which our feelings, beliefs, 
attitudes and values are shaped by forces outside the domain of cognition.‖
1
 In this 
chapter I am reviewing homiletical and psychological literature for perspectives on 
imitation and modelling in the student preacher‘s development. After a brief 
consideration of imitation and mimesis in human processes of communication and 
identity development, I consider aspects of imitative behaviour that might chart 
conceptions of learning for a preacher. These are imitation and skills acquisition, 
imitation and theological congruence and finally imitation and the character 
development of the preacher. These will then contribute to my learning theory matrix 
when I move to interpret the empirical data on real world preachers learning to 
preach. 
The American Episcopal homiletician, David Schlafer, wrote about the ‗Ghosts and 
Graces of Your Preaching Parents‘ in these words: 
Anyone who has gone to church with any regularity has 
preaching ancestors – preachers who have modelled, for good or 
ill, what a sermon is supposed to sound like: how long, how loud, 
how laced with Scripture references, how esoteric, or how heart-
rending it should be. Whenever you stand up to begin a sermon, 
there is a cloud of unseen witnesses behind you… They are 
present. And they are not silent.
 2
 
Imitation as an aspect of human learning can more easily be understood by 
considering the fundamental human drive to copy the behaviour of another. Social 
Learning Theory, as developed by the social psychologist Albert Bandura (b.1925) 
and others, incorporates cognitive aspects of learning, but attempts to place in the 
foreground an emphasis on the environment and social context of the learner, 
beginning with imitation and modelling on others. Bandura observes: 
Learning would be exceedingly laborious, not to mention 
hazardous, if people had to rely solely on the effects of their own 
actions to inform them what to do. Fortunately, most human 
behavior is learned observationally through modeling: from 
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observing others one forms an idea of how new behaviors are 
performed, and on later occasions this coded information serves 
as a guide for action.
3
 
Many students of preaching seem to blunder or at least wander un-reflectively 
through their first few years of preaching, unaware of the influences and imprinting, 
unaware of the source of firmly held notions of what is right and wrong about a 
sermon. This can delay the discovery and adoption of their own ‗preaching voice‘ 
and at worst can lead to inappropriate and frustrating attempts to minister in contexts 
that do not match the origins of their ‗preaching parents.‘ As it appears in some of 
the empirical studies, self knowledge is not always easily gained. A consideration of 
the powerful social forces at work in human learning may provide the basis for a 
theory for learning preaching that helps students acknowledge and benefit from the 
influences in their past. 
Imitation, copying and mimesis 
There are two different activities that must be distinguished here. One is the 
inclination and ability to copy the behaviour or actions of another. This imitative 
drive is fundamental to many forms of learning, as Bandura indicates, and has its 
place in understanding the preacher‘s development in several respects. I will return to 
this shortly. Before that I want to consider briefly another meaning of the word 
mimesis referring to a different although linked human proclivity. The term may be 
used to refer to the making of representations or likenesses of an object, process or 
event (whether externally observed or a feature of an internal mental landscape). 
Thus from Plato‘s Republic through Erich Auerbach‘s 1953 work on Western 
literature
4
 to Paul Ricouer‘s concept of ‗triple mimesis‘,
5
 imitation or mimesis in 
aesthetics has traditionally been employed to refer to the representation of reality, 
usually artistic in intent, with an emphasis on the production of a text, a plastic 
creation or cultural artefact. A sculpture, carving or painting was (except in relatively 
recent art movements) a likeness, a type or a copy of what its creator had seen. A 
play or enacted ritual often re-creates a stylised version of reality. A poem or a piece 
of music typically seeks to evoke a response that is a copy, however personalised, of 
the artist‘s response. This basic representational urge has led to definitions of 
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humankind as not only tool-maker, but symbol-maker.
6
 Even a sermon, the 
preacher‘s conscious and deliberate creation, may be seen as a mimetic attempt to 
image or to portray a concept or understanding of divine or spiritual reality. Much 
biblical literature may also be viewed in this way, particularly the parables and 
sayings of Jesus (―To what shall I compare the Kingdom of Heaven?‖), the epistles 
of Paul, and the extensive similes, metaphors and figures of speech found in the 
Psalms.  
These two activities, the imitation of another person and the making of 
representations are considered by some to be linked at a fundamental level of human 
drives and consciousness.
7
 For my analysis of learning preaching, I am going to 
concentrate on the more culturally overt forms of conscious and unconscious 
imitation, but the desire to represent reality symbolically is helpful to bear in mind.
8
  
Fred Craddock, a pioneer of the ‗New Homiletic‘ movement of the last 30 years in 
the United States, also noted the imitative and formative processes at work in the 
preacher‘s past: 
                                                 
6
 Explications of metaphor in religious language are generally seen as starting with Janet Martin 
Soskice, Metaphor and Religious Language (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985). See also Sallie 
McFague, Speaking in Parables: A Study in Metaphor and Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975). 
F.W. Dillistone‘s argument that symbols would lose their power in a technological culture is 
appealing as an explanation for the lack of communicative power in religious language, although it is 
not without its critics. See Frederick William Dillistone, The Power of Symbols (London: SCM, 
1986). 
7
 Thus cultural anthropologist René Girard (b. 1923) explains Original Sin in terms of envy, la 
mimésis d'appropriation or ―mimetic desire‖ arising from the primordial urge to imitate possessions, 
appearance and especially status. See René Girard, Jean-Michel Oughourlian et al., Things Hidden 
since the Foundation of the World (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1987). In my view the 
preacher should not be unaware of the mixed motives that underlie any aspiration to a vocation based 
on exalted or esteemed role models. Why is so-and-so‘s character and ministry so attractive that I 
want to be like him or her? What will really be happening in my preaching if I were to achieve that? 
These are questions a preacher might well explore with his or her analyst or spiritual director. The 
capacity for wreaking violence from the pulpit is too great, and the congregation too vulnerable, not to 
do this inner work.  
8
 Some evolutionary psychologists have proposed the concept of the ‗meme‘ to account for this 
fundamental urge to imitate and replicate. The term memetics was coined by Richard Dawkins and 
popularised through Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976), and 
Richard Dawkins, The Extended Phenotype: The Gene as the Unit of Selection (Oxford: W.H. 
Freeman, 1982). He attempts to describe and account for the replication and transmission of cultural 
forms and behaviours along the same lines of natural selection and variation seen in evolutionary 
theories. There is an intentional resonance with the science of genetics, and rather too much argument 
by analogy. However whereas the gene is a discrete material phenomenon subject to the most rigorous 
scientific investigation, memes are far ‗fuzzier‘ and memetics seems to lack empirical studies and 
predictive power. For a view of the weaknesses of and objectors to memetic theory, see Dan Sperber, 
―An objection to the memetic approach to culture‖ in Robert Aunger and Daniel Clement Dennett, 
eds., Darwinizing Culture: The Status of Memetics as a Science (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2000), pp. 163-173. Also at <http://www.dan.sperber.com/meme.htm> [Accessed 10/05/2008]. 
    
Chapter 3: Imitation and Role Models 60  
…the one who learns cannot name all the ones who have been 
teachers because learning involves listening to many voices. One 
listens to the voice of emerging abilities, gifts of the God who 
calls one to preach. One listens to the voice of one‘s background 




This is a realistic perspective on the process of learning to preach, for it recognises 
the many conscious and unconscious ways by which we come to mastery of any skill 
or learned behaviour. It is a matter of paying attention to ―emerging abilities‖ in an 
almost experimental way: we tend to keep what works, throw out what clearly does 
not work, and try again with what we think might improve with practice. 
Significantly influential people, as in David Schlafer‘s observation about our 
preaching parents, are often too numerous to identify when we consider both the 
views that we come to adopt and the rhetorical ways that we learn when we wish to 
express those views.  
Imitation and the preacher’s skills 
For Craddock it is axiomatic that hearing other communicators will contribute to an 
improvement in the keen student of communication.  
It goes without saying that a person desirous of learning to 
preach will take advantage of opportunities to hear other 




The great evangelical Methodist preacher William E. Sangster (1900-1960) also 
vividly expressed the desire of many students to learn by example: 
What most students of the art of preaching want to know of one 
who has long practiced the craft is this: ―How do you actually 
make a sermon? Let me stand at your elbow when you stand at 
your bench. I concede the importance of theory and I realise that 
only as I grasp it will I understand the reason why you do many 




The mechanics of preaching is an area where learning through imitation, and where 
skills patterning may take place, in conscious and unconscious processes, as 
Sangster, Schlafer and Craddock seem to indicate. Although exegetical and 
hermeneutical skill in handling Scripture may be learned through some form of 
modelling, many of the mechanics of preaching learned through imitation fall 
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broadly in the category of rhetoric. This is perhaps primarily because such mechanics 
may be observed from afar, while observing a preacher working with the text and 
developing a message requires a much closer vantage point. The mechanics of 
preaching range from vocal styles to eloquence and storytelling technique. Rhetoric 
may include logical or apologetic argument, analytical or critical treatment of 
material, discursive or didactic abilities, having a ‗flair‘ for dramatic presentation or 
storytelling, or the facility to employ and present colourful and apt illustrations in the 
course of preaching. 
Augustine, writing on ‗The Uses of Rhetoric,‘ noted that imitation was of prima facie 
value to the student public speaker: 
The fact is that, given a bright and eager disposition, eloquence 
will come more readily to those who read and listen to eloquent 
speakers than to those who pore over the rules of eloquence.
12
 
Augustine wishes to teach rhetoric without appearing to commend or present a set of 
rigid principles. Since speaking well is almost never accompanied at the time of 
speaking by a consciousness of the rules of rhetoric, so he pretends to make little of 
Cicero and the rules from the ―leading lights of Roman eloquence.‖ He does this 
even while in other sections he is clearly drawing on their practical wisdom.  
So then, infants only become speakers by learning the speech and 
pronunciation of speakers, why cannot people become eloquent 
without any formal training in the art of public speaking, but 
simply by reading and hearing the speeches of the eloquent, and 
… by imitating them?
13
 
In this exhortation, imitation rather than following rules is key to learning. Thus: 
There is the man who wishes to speak not only wisely but 
eloquently... him I much prefer to send off to read or listen to 
eloquent speakers and to practice imitating them, rather than 
instructing him to devote his time to teachers of the art of 
rhetoric, provided, that is, that those whom he reads or listens to 
are genuinely and reliably renowned for having spoken, or for 
speaking, wisely as well as eloquently.
14
  
Augustine‘s primary concern is to prove to his reader that rhetoric in preaching is not 
only a question of eloquence, but that it must be accompanied by wisdom (which he 
identifies with God‘s truth). His conclusion is that those who cannot compose their 
                                                 
12
 Augustine On Christian Doctrine, Book IV (Edmund Hill translation) in Lischer, The Company of 




 Ibid., p. 281. 
    
Chapter 3: Imitation and Role Models 62  
own sermons should learn by heart and preach those of acknowledged masters. Such 
a technique is not unknown in British education of the last century, but there is little 
or no trace of it that remains in homiletics training in the UK and the US.
15
 Of course 
the homiletics literature is not short of encouragement to learn from the sermons of 
great preachers. For instance E. Hale wrote in the Harvard Theological Review on 
recent books on preaching and preachers (recent, that is, in 1913): 
Nearly every teacher of preaching advises students to inform 
themselves in regard to the lives and methods of great preachers. 
The advice is good if the student is not led into formal imitation, 
but reads to catch the spirit of the preacher.
16
  
This is a clear affirmation of some kind of modelling, with a caveat. From an 
educational perspective, if it means the student must ―catch the spirit of the 
preacher,‖ this may be irreducible, for how is spirit to be analysed and quantified?  
There are of course dangers with copying and imitation when it is merely 
behavioural adoption. P.A. Beecher, writing on Homiletics in the 1910 Catholic 
Encyclopedia, warns of the tendency in a classical time of high oratory among 
preachers in seventeenth century France: 
In this age Chrysostom was the great model for imitation; but it 
was Chrysostom the orator, not Chrysostom the homilist. It 
would be a mistake at the present day to imitate their style, which 
was influenced not a little by the unhealthy stimulus of the 
admiring court of Louis XIV. Their majestic style, with its grand 
exordium and its sublime peroration, became the fashion in the 
succeeding age; but it was a case of ordinary men trying to don 
the armour, and to handle the weapons, of giants, or of the 
unskillful rider venturing on the horses of Achilles. The result 
was that the imitators became proficient only in mannerisms and 




The metaphors of armour, weapons and horses in the hands of the unskilled are apt, 
if somewhat culturally specific. As in the phrase ―catch the spirit,‖ language requires 
metaphor to express what it is in the best communication that is of the essence and 
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not contained in external mannerism. Giving a similar warning against unthinking 
imitation, Fred B. Craddock wrote: 
Of course, listening to other preachers is very important, and far 
exceeds the value of the reading of their sermons. Since sermons 
are spoken, hearing is better than reading… However, let us keep 
in mind that learning does not mean imitating. Imitation may be 
the sincerest form of flattery, but it produces caricatures in the 
pulpit. We learn from preachers poor, fair, good, and excellent, 
but not one of them is to be copied.
18
 
David Jackman, director of the Proclamation Trust‘s Cornhill Training Course for 
preachers also stresses this: ―In trying to teach people to preach, we want to develop 
their own natural talents and at all costs to avoid cloning‖
19
 (emphasis added). 
African-American preachers 
One example of very significant instances of modelling or apprenticeship that 
achieve learning through close observation and copying appears in African-American 
traditions of preaching. Professor Henry Mitchell, a senior academic in homiletics in 
the USA noted that: 
Black preachers are still formed to a great extent by those to 
whom they listen most attentively, often a parent or other 
significant person in the novice preacher‘s life. This is true even 




Most of the rest of Mitchell‘s chapter entitled ―Training for black preachers through 
the years‖
21
 concentrates on the formal education that black American preachers 
were able to gain after the abolition of slavery. He surveys the educational 
background of about twenty famous black American preachers, and notes with 
approval the development of Black seminaries for training pastors with a registration  
in the 90‘s of around 700 – this in addition to all those African Americans enrolled in 
predominately White seminaries, numbering around 1,000.
22
 
Despite all the historical facts he has gathered about the higher education of Black 
preachers, Mitchell appears to believe that other factors are considerably more 
important. Early in the chapter he states, ―Black preachers have always served a kind 
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of apprenticeship, sometimes formal but more often informal under a known master 
of the craft of preaching.‖
23
 He does not expand a great deal on the concept of 
apprenticeship and learning at the elbow of a master, but at the end of the chapter, 
after mention of Gardner C. Taylor (b. 1918) whom he regards as the greatest 
preacher of his lifetime, he says:  
The growth and development of preaching in the African 
American pulpit and in the churches and classrooms of America 
will proceed best when it is clear that the genius of a Gardner C. 
Taylor is only in part owing to an education. An education 
merely adds to the irreplaceable factors of sonship to a great 




It seems clear that he is using ‗sonship‘ metaphorically here, in order to underline the 
close pedagogical relationship that can exist between an older preacher and a 
younger preacher learning from him. The importance of role models appears to a 
somewhat lesser extent in Richard Lischer‘s account of the life and preaching of 
Martin Luther King Jr (1929 – 1968). Although he notes that King was mysteriously 
reticent about his own models and mentors, he nevertheless must have been deeply 
influenced. 
The child of the African-American congregation grows up in an 
atmosphere of signals and effects that hums with the authority of 
the performed word. The fledgling preacher‘s first teacher is, in 
fact, the atmosphere, which, according to one prominent 
preacher, the youngster absorbs by ―osmosis‖.
 25
 
Lischer goes on to trace some of the many ways in which the young Martin, as one 
of the many ―eager young products of the predominantly oral culture of the old 
Negro church‖ practised and imitated and studied preaching in order to become truly 
accomplished at it. While there were instances of imitative learning, the picture 
painted by Lischer of King‘s development in fact supports one of my theses that 
imitation is but one part of a larger web of learning situations or influences most 
properly described as social learning, which concept will be explored and developed 
in the chapter following this one. 
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In her homiletics book honouring Isaac Rufus Clark Sr (1925 – 1990), one of 
America‘s finest African-American Episcopal preachers, Katie Cannon quotes 
Clark‘s invitation to his own preaching course: 
No dumb homiletical monkey can preach a holy sermon no kind 
of way. I don‘t care how many benches you tipped over in your 
funkmaking days. If you ain‘t sat under a person-in-the-know 
who can teach you about the deeper things of preaching under 
God, then you haven‘t done anything but participate in a 
funkmaking show.
26
   
Making allowances for the idiomatic language, and for the characteristic forcefulness 
of delivery, Clark‘s appeal seems to be for a learner - teacher relationship that is 
personal and direct and immediate, whether or not that relationship is formed in a 
homiletics class or within the practices of ministry.  One question I have asked of the 
data collected for the field studies is whether such direct and intentional instruction 
has been experienced or appreciated by the British preachers surveyed.  
While my consideration here of the development of Black preachers is not meant to 
be an exhaustive survey, it is helpful to acknowledge here that another major factor 
in the development of black preachers is their own sense of vocation. This was borne 
out to me strongly in an interview I conducted some years ago with William Turner, 
Jr, Professor of Homiletics at Duke Divinity School, North Carolina.  
People coming into my class, they have their preaching vocation 
before they come and in some cases they‘ve had it for years, and 
they see themselves as preachers and know they‘re going to go 
out and be preachers and if they pick up some pastoral skills 
along the way we‘re lucky.
27
 
Of course it must be admitted that there is the danger with such firmly held self-
identification that there will be a resistance to the personal transformations that 
accompany the most profound forms of learning. By and large however the teacher 
of preaching must welcome such a deeply experienced sense of vocation as 
providing a motivation to learn that is perhaps without equal. My concern here of 
course is with imitation and modelling, but I will return to the issue of vocation and 
the issue of self-identity of the preacher in some of the empirical studies.  
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Martyn Lloyd-Jones  
In order to provide a brief ‗worked example‘ of the influence of role models, I am 
now going to look at the noted Welsh preacher Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones (1899 – 
1991) who for many years occupied the pulpit of London‘s Westminster Chapel. 
How did Lloyd-Jones learn to preach? Were there models and mentors who 
influenced or trained him? Accounts of his development as a preacher suggest that 
direct modelling and observation may not have been significant or traceable, but that 
influences of a more subtle kind may still be discerned. According to his biographer 
Iain H. Murray, his preaching was the result of the congruence of a medically trained 
mind with a passionate and compassionate spirituality and a vocation to 
communicate a biblically-grounded faith. Murray insists the models Lloyd-Jones 
followed were few, and that the preaching from his childhood was unexceptional: 
One thing that was clearly recognisable about this preaching was 
that it was based upon no contemporary models. Most of the 
preaching which Dr. Lloyd-Jones had heard throughout his life 
had only convinced him what he must not do.
28
 
Nevertheless, there are clearly aspects of Lloyd-Jones‘ approach to preaching which 
may be traced to earlier influences. Chief among these aspects are his ordered and 
rational approach and his appeal to reason. Lloyd-Jones shunned several of the 
common and traditional Welsh preaching styles of his time. Some were famously 
marked by ‗the hwyl‘, described in the words of a newspaper of the time as ‗that 
combination of ecstatic emotion and musical intonation which held vast 
congregations absolutely spellbound with its mesmeric effect.‘
29
 Murray notes that 
Lloyd-Jones viewed this as an ―artificial contrivance to secure effect‖ and would not 
employ it. He was similarly wary of anecdote and sentimental illustration which 
might please and entertain, but could overpower the listeners with emotion. By 




It is instructive to see how much of this formal approach can be traced to his 
professional life before he became a preacher. As a doctor training at St 
Bartholomew Hospital in London, he came under the influence of Thomas Horder, 
who was the consultant physician under whom he trained, serving as Horder‘s Chief 
Clinical Assistant. Horder, though an avowed rationalist and ―exponent of scientific 
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humanism‖
31
 nevertheless made a deep impression on the young Lloyd-Jones, 
chiefly in the way he ―thought and taught.‖ Murray quotes Lloyd-Jones:  
The most astute and clear thinker that I ever knew was my old 
teacher, Lord Horder. This was the chief element in his 
outstanding success as a doctor. He was a thorough diagnostician 
and after he had collected his facts, he would reason until he 
reached his diagnosis. His method was to work always from first 
principles, never jumping to conclusions. Having gathered all the 
data on a patient he would then set up all possible explanations 
for his illness like a group of skittles. These he proceeded to 
‗knock down‘ one by one, as objections were applied to them, 
until there was only one left.
32
 
Murray points out that Horder‘s training of his students assumed that mastering ‗the 
elements of precise thinking and precise expression of thought‘ was to accompany 
mastery of clinical medicine.
33
 
One does not have to go far in an analysis of Lloyd-Jones‘ sermons to detect a 
similar approach in the rhetorical strategies of his preaching. There are signs in the 
preaching of Lloyd-Jones and in his teaching about preaching that he expected 
listeners to follow the logic and submit to the power of his argument and his appeal 
to the mind.
34
 Of course, this does not prove a direct influence of one mentor. 
 Lloyd-Jones‘ form and method was also distinct from another approach common in 
Welsh preaching of the time, more expository and intellectual than that employing 
‗the hwyl‘. This expository method would take a biblical passage as its subject and 
then carefully and methodically analyse the text to reveal in point-by-point detail its 
meaning and eventually its application. The trouble with this, for Lloyd-Jones, was 
its lack of perceived relevance to the problems of the listener, especially the ‗man of 
the world who did not know what he (the preacher) was talking about.‘
35
 Lloyd-
Jones‘ sermon structure was therefore often inductive. He would start in his 
introduction with the condition of man (and the nature of the need, diagnosed with 
almost medical precision) and then proceed to the biblical text, explaining and 
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applying it. As he portrayed his rhetorical strategy, ―I wanted to get to the listener, 
and then come to my exposition.‖
36
 
The clear adoption and development of such effective rhetorical strategies has been 
mentioned in the section in this chapter on Augustine and his appropriation of 
Ciceronian understanding of rhetoric. It may in fact be possible to trace the 
influences on Lloyd-Jones that he consciously or unconsciously imitated, but it is 
likely to be in his educational development at school, where public speaking was 
practised.  
Despite Murray‘s insistence that Lloyd-Jones followed few role models, there were 
clearly some. Tony Sargent, in his wide-ranging and carefully researched book on 
Lloyd-Jones, relates how as a young preacher in his first pastorate in Wales, Lloyd-
Jones was impressed by some solid advice given to him by a very senior minister 
following a sermon.
37
 Lloyd-Jones relates the incident in his book on preaching, 
commending the principle he learnt to his students of preaching: 
…the old preacher, who was exactly sixty years older than I was, 
very kindly and with a desire to help and encourage me gave me 
a very serious warning. ‗The great defect of that sermon this 
afternoon was this‘, he said, ‗that you were overtaxing your 
people, you were giving them too much… you are only stunning 
them and not helping them.‘ And then he said. ‗You watch what 
I shall be doing tonight. I shall really be saying one thing, but I 
shall say it in three different ways.‘
38
 
This is a good example of instruction and modelling working together, and Lloyd-
Jones clearly approves of the direct and incisive speech, the gracious attitude, and the 
way in which his mentor demonstrated what he was instructing. Going back to 
Murray‘s biography, in telling the story of Lloyd-Jones‘ early years he picks out 
some influences on the young doctor, but also wishes to present his subject as an 
especially favoured and blessed, not to say anointed preacher, whose ministry is not 
reducible to the sum of his role models. Of course the influences on any 
communicator or teacher are many and are often lost in the personal past. However 
we should perhaps be wary of the biographer or hagiography which presents their 
subject as sui generis in their place in history. Imitation, conscious or unconscious, 
runs too deeply in humankind for that.  
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Imitation and the preacher’s theology 
Secondly I want to consider briefly how or whether preachers imitate or reflect the 
theology of their models and mentors. Learning to preach involves learning what to 
preach. The theological beliefs of the preacher are most properly the basis for her 
preaching but they are occasionally difficult to separate from the character and 
personality of the preacher. Recent writings on how to preach, from Spurgeon and 
Sangster to Lloyd-Jones and Stott, are all at pains to keep the ‗what‘ and the ‗who‘ 
together with the ‗how‘. So Lloyd-Jones wrote on the make-up of a preacher: 
What matters? The chief thing is the love of God, the love of 
souls, a knowledge of the Truth, and the Holy Spirit within you. 
These are the things that make the preacher. If he has the love of 
God in his heart, and if he has a love for God; if he has a love for 
the souls of men, and a concern about them; if he knows the truth 




For Lloyd-Jones the mechanics, such as eloquence, and intensive study of bible, 
doctrine and history, are secondary to the existence in the preacher of a lived 
theology. How the preacher comes to ‗live‘ his or her theology is partly a matter of 
their devotional life, how they pray, and how they respond to the liturgy and 
sacraments of the church, and this is also as I will shortly consider a question of 
character shaped by God‘s grace. But it would also seem to be a matter of how they 
have been instructed in the faith by preachers and teachers to whom they have 
listened. 
For preachers in training an aspect of this was explored by P.A. Bence in an 
unpublished doctoral dissertation. In a wide-ranging and well analysed empirical 
study, Bence identified a range of particular ways in which the teaching of preaching 
was influenced by the theology of the teacher:  
Institutional and denominational setting does affect the teaching 
of preaching, but, as hypothesized, not to the degree theology 
does. The manner in which a lecturer's theology determines his 
teaching is most noticeable in relation to three questions relating 
to teaching content: (1) From what source(s) should preachers 
seek preaching content? (2) On what basis should preachers 
select content from their source(s)? (3) Once the content has 
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Bence shows that the answers to these three questions which he considers central to 
the educational input for a preacher can be to a demonstrable extent correlated with 
the kind of theology held by the lecturer. What Bence‘s study lacks, for my purposes, 
is empirical evidence that either the student learning experience, or the theology that 
the student subsequently expresses through their own preaching, correlate with the 
theology of the lecturer. It is by no means axiomatic nor inevitable in practice that 
this should happen. It will be seen in the interviews with the Methodist preachers that 
some of them are cheerfully willing, given sufficient time and distance, to depart 
theologically from their significant mentors and role models.  
It should also be remembered that a strictly imitative effect may be difficult to 
separate from the theological content that is taught and received by mentors and 
teachers of preaching. If it is not evident that preachers programmatically imitate the 
preached theology of earlier role models, perhaps their imitation operates in the more 
subtle area of character formation and development.  
Imitation and the preacher’s character 
As I discussed in chapter 1, the formation of the preacher is traditionally as much 
about character as about skills, and in the next section I will look at imitation, 
modelling and patterning chiefly with respect to the areas of character growth and the 
development of personal qualities, such as holiness, wisdom, faithfulness, integrity, 
and charity. These are of course the kinds of character or personality traits most 
usually associated with the preacher, pastor and saint. It is also possible that a young 
preacher might admire and aspire towards a role model‘s erudition, literacy or way 
with words, perception or insightfulness, forcefulness or charm, and so on. For 
centuries the church has recognised that the Word is made flesh anew when a 
preacher‘s personal integrity and holiness validate and in-spire
41
 the message she or 
he brings. While recognising the sovereignty of divine grace in the life of the 
preacher, this study leads us to ask at this point how and to what extent are those 
qualities developed through imitation or modelling? 
Identification of medium and message 
An important implication for preachers is that the kerygmatic content of preaching 
with its radical demands presented to the community by the Christian preachers may 
be delivered just as effectively – if not more effectively – in their persons, as in their 
words. The British-born Baptist homiletics professor Michael Quicke writes about 
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the incarnational nature of preaching: ―Preaching is not telling people good news. It 
is good news.‖
42
 The life-changing event of Christ-with-us is not merely the content 
of some act of communication called preaching, and that can be heard in the 
message, but it is (also) in the person who is delivering that message. Quicke says 
that the Good News of Jesus Christ is Jesus proclaiming himself and living out his 
own story, and he cites Pierre Babin in conversation with Marshall McLuhan who 




It is not merely that the lifestyle of the preacher authenticates the message, nor that 
their integrity underpins the congregational belief in the validity of what is being 
said.
44
  Something more is happening. The preacher incarnates and makes visible the 
message. But how does this occur? Apart from a sovereign act of God in the ‗sermon 
event‘, the other requirement, stated in the extreme, is that the preacher should be 
―holy, for I am holy.‖
45
 
The preacher’s holiness 
As I noted in my Introduction, the call for the preacher‘s holiness as a way in for the 
action of God in the sermon is urged in many instructional texts for preaching. Thus 
English Puritan Richard Baxter (1615 – 1691) wrote in The Reformed Pastor: 
He is likely to be but a heartless preacher who has not the Christ 
and grace that he preaches in his heart.
46
 
The great nineteenth century Scottish preacher Robert Murray McCheyne (1813-
1843) said, ―My people‘s greatest need is my personal holiness.‖
47
 Listeners to 
McCheyne testified that there was something about his appearance and presence in 
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the pulpit that marked the messenger as well as the message as coming from God. 
Lloyd-Jones remarked that for some of his hearers McCheyne ―was already 
preaching before he opened his mouth.‖
48
  
The Methodist evangelical preacher W. E. Sangster (1900-1960) employed the term 
‗unction‘ to refer to divine agency in preaching, which was ―a thing apart from good 
sermon outlines, helpful spiritual insights, wise understanding or eloquent speech.‖ 
He maintained that ―holiness is the secret of unction.‖
49
 This necessary, if not 
sufficient condition for the presence of God is what the Scottish professor James S. 
Stewart (1896-1990) called in his Warrack Lectures on preaching ―the quality of life 
and the total witness of character which by the grace of God a man may bring to it 
(his vocation).‖
50
 Urging close attention to the preacher‘s inner life, Stewart went on: 
You must believe intensely and with total conviction, if you are 
to persuade others to believe. Your own spirit must be subjected 
to the full force and challenge of Christ‘s ethic, must be 
energized, supernaturalized, if you are to bring God‘s help to 
bear upon the gaping needs of men.
51
 
Stewart does not attempt to explain why this must be so, except to remind the reader 
that words are either ―reinforced or mercilessly negatived‖
52
 by the quality of life 
behind them. His direction for the students at New College and St Mary‘s College 
was that the inner life is built and protected by being utterly dedicated to the work, 
by being constant in prayer, by cultivating humility of heart, by having authority 
arising from inner conviction and the truth of the gospel message, and by being ―on 
fire for Christ‖ and possessed of an overpowering sense of the urgency of the task 
and purpose of preaching. How are these qualities to be gained? Stewart‘s 
educational method, in delivering the Warrack Lectures, for instance, implies that he 
hopes his words will inspire and instruct, whether they are heard or read. 
But how might the widely acknowledged, indeed crucial matter of the preacher‘s 
character and holiness be related to learning through imitation? 
If the imitative drive is as strong as has been suggested, it is no surprise to hear Paul 
commending imitation to the recipients of his letters.
53
 Will not the listener – 
particularly a would-be preacher – to sermons based on Paul‘s exhortatory example, 
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who accepts or finds resonance with the message or logos of the speaker, who desires 
such named and exhorted Christian traits including holiness above all, will she or he 
not consciously or unconsciously attempt to ‗imitate the desires‘ of the preacher, to 
become like them, to aspire to the ethos that is before them? That is a pattern that 
may be characteristic of preachers occupying a position of authority and importance, 
where the priest is addressed as Father or where the pastor is a leader of the church 
community. It may be less affecting for the learner preacher growing up with more 
egalitarian views of preaching, where the preacher is considered to be more on the 
same level as the listener.
54
 
Of course underlying this is the exhortation, often explicit as well as pervasively 
implicit in the teaching and preaching of the faith, to become more Christ-like, and 
again most preachers are adopting Paul‘s rhetorical model:  
Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 
 
who, 
though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with 
God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself…
55
  
―Model yourself after me,‖ a preacher seems to be saying implicitly from the pulpit. 
Explicitly and with due humility they might add, ―Only in so far as, by the wondrous 
grace of God, I reflect a small fraction of the moral perfection that is Christ.‖ I 
suggest this will be further enhanced if learner preachers aspire to the same vocation 
to preach as the most effective or powerful speakers that they hear. 
Preachers would appear to draw their authority as role models from the spiritual 
tradition of imitatio Christi.
56
 This is not to open a Donatist debate about whether the 
person and morals of the preacher impinge upon the efficacy of the sermon. Nor, 
since my concern is with the inspiration given by living models, will I continue to 
look at conscious patterning after the life and person of Christ.
57
 It is to recognise 
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that nearly all theologies of preaching assert that there is an element of transparency 
or disclosure in the preaching act.  The personal qualities and the integrity of the 
preacher are significantly on show for all to see. The reception of the message is 
unavoidably and irrevocably influenced by the messenger, as I have noted. 
Throughout the enterprise there runs a principle of what might be called the 
supernatural transference of spiritual qualities from one Christian to another. Richard 
Baxter, again from The Reformed Pastor wrote: 
When I let my heart grow cold, my preaching is cold; and when 
it is confused my preaching is so too: and I can observe the same 
frequently in the best of my hearers, that, when I have a while 
grown cold in preaching, they have cooled accordingly … 
Whereas if we abound in faith, love and zeal, how it will 
overflow to the refreshing of our congregations, and how it will 
appear in the increase of the same graces in others.
58
 
This gives perhaps the best insight into the mysterious workings of imitation, and 
how one preacher might, as it were, set another preacher on fire. Could it be that 
where there is already what I have called a theological congruence, the effect of the 
role model on the student will be to stir in them the best qualities of virtue and 
spiritual fervour so that their own preaching will begin to exhibit the same? 
The uniqueness of the preacher 
It would seem I have moved well away from simple imitation, or even the setting up 
of a role model. In the development of a preacher, imitation and modelling are 
enhanced by an essential and divinely directed setting-apart of the self of the 
preacher. The preacher, if the foregoing emphasis on authenticity and embodied 
preaching are accepted, must recognise and accept their uniqueness in the pulpit. 
Each effective and authentic preacher must find and learn to employ his or her own 
voice.
59
 The writers for the Academy of Homiletics publication Learning Preaching 
(1989) quote Paul Scherer in his 1943 Yale Lectures on Preaching: 
To be only yourself six days in the week and on the seventh to be 
no other whether in reading the service or in preaching the 
sermon may not be very thrilling; but it is the only hope there is 
for you. Never belittle that self or despise it; never disown or 
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betray it. You have nothing else but you. Give it reverence and 
give it freedom. To cut through all artificialities of being, to put 
off all the pompous habits of a false dignity … and to let that 
essential you, redeemed and enabled in the love and fellowship 
of Jesus Christ, do its proper work in the world – that is to turn 
loose something God has never tried before; and He will never 
try it again: make what you please of that!
60
  
Here is a challenge, if any were needed, to those who would slavishly, if dutifully, 
copy their models and mentors in preaching. Of course there are skills to be learnt, 
techniques to be mastered through observation and practice, along with the 
development of biblical mastery and theological maturity. Much more is called for 
however: a depth of personal participation and involvement in the act of preaching, 
an ability to draw on the rich complexity of the preacher‘s own human personality, 
and an honesty about living the life of faith in the same kind of world as the listeners. 
These need to be made manifest in the pulpit if the preacher‘s true voice is to be 
heard.  
Conclusion 
In this chapter I have tried to show that imitation plays a significant role in learning 
to preach. The testimonies to such effect are numerous, as will be seen in the field 
studies. Explicit effects of individual role models on a preacher are difficult to trace 
with precision. I suggested three areas of a preacher‘s development where imitation 
might come into play. Firstly, learning from observing the skills and techniques of 
another is vital for the development of many. In Black preaching this is often 
recognised in a pattern of apprenticeship or deep ―father-son‖ relationships. Others, 
such as Martin Lloyd-Jones, may adopt and adapt the skill set of a role model less 
self-consciously but no less pervasively.  
Secondly, while the theological position of a role model is inextricably linked to their 
preaching as it is being modelled for a student, and to how they teach preaching, it 
can be difficult to identify with empirical certainty how the imitative process per se 
may be significant for the student learning experience. A third area of imitative 
patterning, affecting the character development and spirituality of the preacher, is in 
many ways the most fruitful from a theological if not pedagogical perspective. The 
strong urging in Christian education to imitate and aspire towards the Christ-like 
character of the role model itself derives from the tradition of imitatio Christi. Yet 
again the precise influence of role models in this respect is difficult to trace 
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sociologically or psychologically. At the same time, an attempt to erase or deny all 
the particularities of individual personality risks losing something equally vital to the 
preacher, the sense the listener receives that the preacher is connected to and 
knowledgeable about their own humanity. This last realisation points to a particular 
and important theoretical limitation in the desirability of the influence of role models 
in preaching. 
The field studies contain many examples of positive and negative effects that may 
nuance this discussion of imitation. Yet young or would-be preachers and their role 
models past and present are not operating in a closed system, where causes and 
effects are discrete and identifiable. Such is the wide range of influences on student 
and role model that a fuller explanation is necessary. In order to examine the 
contexts in which both student and role model are operating it will be helpful to 
consider further social theories of learning. In the next chapter I will examine the 
idea of situated learning, and the concept of communities of practice. 
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Chapter 4 
Communities of Practice 
 
A discussion of homiletics education would be incomplete 
without consideration also of communities of practice.
1
 
My consideration of imitation and its role in the preacher‘s development is a 
reminder, if one were needed, that the view of the preacher as something of an auto-
didact with a divine calling can miss important elements that are vital for a full 
exploration, and as we shall see, important for institutional provision for the 
development of ministers. I am arguing that social learning theories go beyond the 
recognition of the importance of role models to a description of a whole nexus or 
web of relationships that are significantly formative in the learner‘s development. In 
this chapter I will examine the concept of communities of practice as initially 
suggested by educational theorists Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger
2
 and developed by 
Wenger in later works.
3
 I will be asking in what ways this concept can describe and 
illuminate the process of learning to preach. I will discuss limitations of the theory, 
and consider how the concept, when expanded and mapped onto preachers‘ learning 
trajectories, suggests ways that the development of preachers could be enhanced with 
this improved understanding of what preachers and their listeners are doing as 
together they learn to make sermons.  
In part 2 of this chapter I will consider aspects of mentoring and coaching that 
straddle the different worlds of interventionist education (for example, the ‗banking‘ 
approach) and situated learning (drawing on shared knowledge). I conclude by 
examining the idea of peer-assisted learning to determine how much of learning from 
colleagues and from learners of equal status might be expected in a study of learning 
preaching.  
None of this emphasis on situated learning is to deny that the teacher or pedagogue is 
a primary factor or agent in many ‗learning environments,‘ giving direct or indirect 
instruction which the student attempts to master and assimilate (in the case of ideas, 
theories and concepts), to memorise (facts or knowledge), or to interpret in action 
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(practical skills or know-how). But equally there are fundamental factors and agents 
that may be identified through their relationship with the learner and which taken 
together constitute a social environment for learning. Theories of situated learning 
that go beyond the commonplace notion of learning through doing attempt more 
specifically to provide the basis for analysing learning in ways that identify the 
effects of the environment and context on the learning process. The theories often 
suggest further that in some aspects these influences are in a reciprocal relationship – 
that is, the learner has effects on the learning environment. Again, these paradigms 
challenge the cognitive pedagogical models outlined in chapter 2, chiefly in the 
assertion that cognitive models often do not adequately recognise the adult learner‘s 
active role in the learning process, the subliminal but highly important effects of the 
learning environment, and the place of imitation and role models, as I discussed in 
chapter 3. 
Part 1: Social participation as learning 
The background to Wenger‘s theories about communities of practice is his work with 
Jean Lave in 1991 when they asked what it was about apprenticeship in a range of 
professions that was so significant to the learning process.
4
 They considered studies 
carried out by several social anthropologists into the learning processes that operated 
in five apprentice-like situations: Yucatec Mayan midwives in Mexico, U.S. Navy 
quartermasters, tailors in Liberia, butchers in US supermarkets, and ‗non-drinking 
alcoholics‘ in Alcoholics Anonymous.
5
 They observed that apprenticeship as usually 
understood (that is, a master-novice relationship where craft instruction and wisdom 
are imparted over time) did not fully account for the ways in which novices learned. 
In an earlier article, Lave indicated that a simple concept of apprenticeship, i.e. 
acquiring a skill set through observation of a master and supervised practice, required 
something more in order to account for the learning process: 
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Apprentices learn to think, argue, act, and interact in increasingly 
knowledgeable ways, with people who do something well, by 
doing it with them as legitimate, peripheral participants.
6
 
Moreover the traditional sense of apprenticeship just noted was far from universally 
operative in the communities studied. More important to learning than imitation, 
instruction and oversight was the cluster of social and interpersonal factors, a 
dynamic which they named ―legitimate peripheral participation.‖ ‗Legitimate‘ here 
encompasses the idea that a group has an understanding of membership and 
belonging, and that an ability to perform a task (e.g. butchering meat) or to hold in 
common the corpus of professional knowledge (as in midwifery) is a feature of 
membership in that group. Learning is not only a matter of technique and knowledge, 
but involvement in a process in which the learner comes to understand their identity 
and their place or membership in the community of practice, as well as mastering a 
skill set. As Karen Handley et al. observe in their review of the concept of 
communities of practice in the Journal of Management Studies: 
Situated learning theory brings a renewed or alternative focus on 
issues of identity. Learning is not simply about developing one‘s 
knowledge and practice, it also involves a process of 
understanding who we are and in which communities of practice 
we belong and are accepted.
7
  
That membership may be formally acknowledged, through certificates or 
ceremonies, or it may be implicitly known in the group through a range of subtle 
interpersonal codes and signals. There may be a publicly recognised member / non-
member threshold, such as admission to the Bar, or the initially liminal status of the 
novice or newcomer or apprentice may be superseded in barely discernible stages. 
An illuminating example was given to me by Dr Hamish Macleod, Senior Lecturer at 
Moray House School of Education: 
A colleague of mine has described this in the medical context as 
the day you receive the prescribing pad.  You don‘t suddenly 
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In Lave and Wenger‘s groups, the initial peripheral status of the would-be 
practitioner is recognised and legitimated as a vital and necessary part of their 
development. Their insights are that: 
…learners inevitably participate in communities of practitioners 
and that the mastery of knowledge and skill requires newcomers 




The newcomer‘s participation, peripheral at first, is an acknowledged locus for 
appropriate forms of learning, but Lave and Wenger‘s thesis is that moving through 
such peripheral or outsider status to become a fully-fledged member is not just a 
place for learning, it is learning. Identity is as important as skills acquisition in an 
analysis of learning. 
The call that Wenger makes as we ―become reflective with regard to our own 
discourse of learning‖
10
 is for this discourse to be enriched and resourced with the 
framework he proposes for considering learning in social terms, a framework that 
includes the concept of communities of practice. This idea was defined as: 
A set of relations among persons, activity and world, over time 
and in relation with other tangential and overlapping 
communities of practice. A community of practice is an intrinsic 
condition for the existence of knowledge, not least because it 




Epistemologically, the concept shares in the ‗departure from objectivism‘
12
  in 
educational theory (and theories of knowledge) towards situated and constructivist 
theories as I have discussed in earlier chapters.   
The concept of communities of practice as the locus and the means of learning has 
been affirmed, criticized and refined in educational theory and business management 
studies. For example, it will be quickly seen that individuals are typically part of 
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many, sometimes overlapping communities, developing practices and identities for 
themselves that also interact. A comprehensive explanatory model becomes quite 
difficult. Handley et al. note that ―considerable variation exists around how 
communities of practice are described and characterized… It would seem that 
communities of practice are heterogeneous across several dimensions such as 
geographic spread, lifecycle and pace of evolution.‖
13
 Separating and identifying 
influences and how an individual‘s status and self-identity are determined becomes 
extremely difficult, and may leave us with a term that is too indeterminate for 
empirical investigation. 
A common-sense understanding of the term ‗participation‘ is also potentially 
problematic for the theory. Defining it more broadly than ‗mere engagement in 
practice,‘
14
 Wenger argues that participation becomes a source of identity and is a 
‗constituent of meaning‘ that is negotiated through mutual recognition of individuals 
in social relation to one another. Wenger‘s justification is that ―the concept of 
participation is meant to capture this profoundly social character of our experience of 
life.‖
15
 Wenger‘s use of the word ‗participation‘ casts such a wide net that almost 
every activity and indeed some non-activity counts as participation if the individual 
is working with, working against, not working at all, conscious of, unconscious of, or 
in any way subject to the past influence of other people. At the same time, as pointed 
out by Handley et al. there is an ambiguity introduced by the important but difficult 
to measure distinction between the ‗peripheral‘ participation of the novice and the 
‗full‘ participation of the master.
16
 They recommend further research to identify 
more precisely the kinds of participation that may be meaningfully open to 
individuals involved in communities of practice. This is well beyond the scope of the 
present research and so we must be aware of these weaknesses and limitations of the 
concept when applying it to the learning experiences of preachers. 
Further, Brown and Duguid note that: 
The apprenticeship-like activity that Lave and Wenger describe 
is found not only on the shop floor, but throughout the highest 
reaches of education and beyond. In the last years of graduate 
school or internships, scientists, humanists, doctors, architects or 
lawyers, after years of schoolroom training, learn their craft in 
the company of professional mentors. Here they form learning 
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 Handley, 'Within and Beyond Communities of Practice', p. 652. 
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There are two questions that arise from this observation for us. The first is whether 
the way the church trains or develops those called to a preaching ministry is anything 
like as intentional, intense and organised as the white collar professions noted here. 
The field studies in my research are an attempt to broaden the search for such 
practices in the experience of participants.  
The second question that needs to be considered is the role of the ―professional 
mentor‖ in communities of practice as Lave and Wenger have defined it and as the 
concept applies to developing preachers. For some, the interventionist influence on 
the learner of the mentor as teacher is in philosophical tension with situationist 
approaches which hold that what forms the learner is a matrix of influences including 
the unwritten codes of behaviour, the formal and informal notions of membership in 
a community of practitioners, and the identity and meaning-constructing practices of 
group and individual. But as Brown and Duguid implied in the last quotation, 
mentor-like activity is prevalent in many fields, and I am taking the position that 
mentors both contribute to the situated learning matrix and provide an important 
means of access for the student to objectified knowledge and ideals of good practice. 
I will be discussing mentoring later in this chapter. 
Negotiating meaning in the community of practice 
As Wenger formulates the concept in his later work there are three dimensions of a 
community of practice: ―a community of mutual engagement, a negotiated 
enterprise, and a repertoire of negotiable resources accumulated over time.‖
18
  I will 
now examine these dimensions and suggest correspondences and limitations in the 
theory for the preacher learning to preach. 
Dimension 1: A community of mutual engagement 
Wenger‘s community of practice is for the most part characterised by mutual 
engagement, and this engagement is usually marked by practices that make that 
engagement possible. Thus the insurance claims processors in his primary case study 
come to the office and do their work there, with talking and interactivity, in pretty 
consistent proximal location to one another.
19
 The office space and the social 
interaction are just as important to the understanding of what it means to do their 
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work as the kinds of practices and techniques that are part of being technically 
proficient in their work. It also means that there is almost constantly the means to 
share information and techniques required to solve problems thrown up in the course 
of their work. Citing Julian Orr‘s work, Lave and Wenger noted how copier repair 
technicians add to one another‘s proficiency with a form of storytelling: 
Technicians who repair copier machines tell each other ―war 
stories‖ about their past experiences in making repairs. Such 
stories constitute a vital part of diagnosing and carrying out new 
repairs. In the process, newcomers learn how to make 
(sometimes difficult) repairs, they learn the skills of war-story 




Lave and Wenger are saying that this participation and informal engagement with 
one another is more than just the context for learning, where ―talk about‖ a practice 
leads to learning. There is also ―talking within‖ a practice that is a crucial mark of 
membership in the community, and this they say is a key to a fuller picture of how 
the newcomer progresses to greater proficiency.
21
 
In what ways and to what degree do Christian ministers consider themselves part of a 
community of mutual engagement? Of course the preacher is occasionally 
encouraged to think of the historical ―company of preachers‖
22
 of which he or she is 
a part, and it is true that this sense of tradition, nourished by literature going back 
nearly two thousand years, provides considerable depth to the idea. What the 
engagement lacks from the perspective of Wenger‘s concept is mutuality, made 
possible by temporal and geographical proximity. Problem solving, swapping 
solutions such as sermon illustrations, and telling ‗war stories‘ should be  part of the 
building up of the practitioner‘s competence and skills set as well as establishing 
status or rank, and self-identity as a preacher.  
Would the existence of a peer group of preachers form a meaningful community of 
practice? This of course represents a straightforward take on the concept, illustrated 
as being composed of practitioners engaged in the same enterprise, or component 
parts of a task or job. Could I apply systematically to groups of preachers the criteria 
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Wenger developed for communities of practice?
23
 To conform to the model, there 
should be newcomers who have just been ordained or licensed as well as ‗old timers‘ 
who have been preaching for many years, and who carry higher status. Yet it seems 
true that the preacher often ‗ploughs a lonely furrow.‘ The minister, priest or pastor 
is frequently the primary occupant of the pulpit in his or her church, with little 
contact with or experience of the preaching and sermons of others. Even in the case 
of Methodist Circuits who use a rota of preachers shared among their churches, and 
in which a Local Preacher may find himself preaching to a different congregation 
Sunday by Sunday, the preaching task remains a solo activity, at least up until the 
final moments of delivering the sermon, and the question must be asked what kind of 
regular interaction and relationships do the Local Preachers have one with another? 
Would a sense of community be found in the empirical studies? 
If it is not, the concept may yet be of value. We can ask if preaching can be seen as a 
shared enterprise involving a community in a close and/or formal, functional 
relationship with a preacher. In this respect it seemed fair to say that individual 
preaching acts are judged according to criteria shared by the worshipping 
congregation and variously expressed over centuries of theological tradition. There 
are questions demanded of a sermon that arise from the shared understanding and 
shared traditions of the community. Does the sermon reveal God? Is the 
soteriological kerygma of Jesus explicated in a way that touches the listeners? Does 
the sermon engage with or amplify or contradict the meaning of Scripture? Does it 
sound like a sermon, that is, is the preacher speaking with authority, or as an expert, 
or as a compassionate pastor, or as a wise philosopher or theologian?
24
  
The idea of shared understandings and how these ‗objective‘ structures interact with 
the subjective experiences of the individual is explored by social anthropologists 
such as Marcel Mauss and Pierre Bourdieu, through the concept of habitus.
25
 
Through traditions the community, in common with religious communities in most 
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human cultures, extends over time in significant ways. Recall David Schlafer‘s 
observation in the last chapter that the preacher has ‗the ghosts of his preaching 
parents‘ present when he is preaching.
26
 These preaching parents are obviously not in 
the ‗hands-on‘ master-apprentice relationship described by Lave and Wenger, but 
they are immensely significant, for they have shaped the preacher, far more than 
many preachers seem to realise. Thus the community of practice may not be the 
―company of preachers‖, but the community of faith, even conceived as the great 
―cloud of witnesses‖
27
 dispersed over time as well as space. These keep a check on 
wilder flights of fancy and heretical wanderings. They also provide a pool or source 
for inspiration. All this points to a need to expand the concept of community of 
practice to include the preachers and theologians of the past who shape and influence 
a preacher‘s present practice. 
Thus we come closer to the idea of mutual engagement by viewing the sermon as a 
‗social act‘. The preacher is the primary agent or mouthpiece of the act, but the act 
exists because of the listeners: the declaiming of oratory in an empty space would be 
devoid of meaning.
28
 Unlike for example, music, which can be meaningfully 
performed as a solo activity, preaching is an act of communication and a social 
enterprise. The preacher is seldom a ―voice crying in the wilderness,‖ a Lone Ranger 
or gun-for-hire.
29
 The preacher in most churches is in a highly complex relationship 
with listeners and the structures that have ordained, licensed, permitted or 
encouraged him to speak. Wenger notes: 
In real life, mutual relations among participants are complex 
mixtures of power and dependence, pleasure and pain, expertise 
and helplessness, success and failure, amassment and 
deprivation, alliance and competition, ease and struggle, 
authority and collegiality, resistance and compliance, anger and 
tenderness, attraction and repugnance, fun and boredom, trust 




The preacher, especially in so far as he or she has pastoral and other ministerial 
relationships to the congregation that cannot be entirely separated from the ministry 
of preaching, will understand and be deeply affected by virtually all of these modes 
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of community and personal relationships. How can they not make significant impact 
on the learning of the preacher? In the field studies I will be looking for evidence of 
‗mutual engagement‘ to see whether and in what ways preachers learn in 
communities of practice. But there is more to being a community of practice than 
mutual engagement. 
Dimension 2: A negotiated enterprise 
The habitus or shared understandings and traditions that make possible the sermon, 
as a part of the ministry of the word in the Church‘s acts of liturgical worship, also 
mark it as a ‗negotiated enterprise.‘ Wenger makes three points about such an 
enterprise:  
1) It is the result of a collective process of negotiation that 
reflects the full complexity of mutual engagement.  
2) It is defined by the participants in the very process of pursuing 
it. It is their negotiated response to their situation and thus 
belongs to them in a profound sense, in spite of all the forces and 
influences that are beyond their control. 
3) It is not just a stated goal, but creates among participants 




One illustration of a collective process of negotiation in the preaching enterprise is 
contained in the questions asked and judgements made about the sermon based on 
scripture and the traditions and self-understanding of the church, some of which I 
rehearsed above. A few homileticians have called for rather more negotiation, as this 
might result in better sermons leading to more effective communication acts between 
God and his listening people.
32
 When this is done, whether in intentional or 
unconscious ways, the resultant preaching is almost always strongly located in the 
time, place and context of its delivery. This reinforces the understanding of 
preaching that it is (or ought to be) a deeply significant aspect of the triangular 
relationship between the preacher, the congregation, and God. Such is the low state 
of preaching in many mainline denominations that ‗mutual accountability‘ has turned 




 See Mark Greene, The Three-Eared Preacher, (London: LICC, 1996), John S. McClure, The 
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Edwina Hunter, 'The Preacher as a Social Being', in Preaching as a Social Act: Theology & Practice, 
ed. by A. Van Seters (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1988). 
    
Chapter 4: Communities of Practice 87  
into something of a blaming exercise over why so much preaching is ineffective, 
dull, or irrelevant – but addressing that goes beyond the scope of this thesis. 
 For my purposes it is useful to consider whether the ‗mutual accountability‘ that 
Wenger refers to resides, with respect to preaching, in the church community to the 
same extent as in his sample community of insurance claim processors. He states: 
Negotiating a joint enterprise gives rise to relations of mutual 
accountability among those involved. These relations of 
accountability include what matters and what does not, what is 
important and why it is important, what to do and not to do, what 
to pay attention to and what to ignore, what to talk about and 




This describes very well the sensitivities that a seasoned pastor-cum-preacher brings 
to the pulpit, and indeed to the study when planning a sermon. Sermon-speech is 
tightly restricted, with pitfalls for the careless and many forbidden words, 
unacceptable themes and inappropriate modes of speech. On the other side of the 
relationship, the preacher may have expectations of the congregation that are highly 
specialised and particular. S/he may expect to be able speak to them about things that 
no other human may ever confront them with, challenging them at a personal level 
about such things as their relationship with God, their ethical behaviour, their sense 
of self-hood, their approach to death (and to life), and their political orientation. 
Wenger‘s remarks about the positives of what he calls a process rather than a static 
agreement could serve as something of a noble ideal for a preacher and congregation:  
The whole process is as generative as it is constraining. It pushes 
the practice forward as much as it keeps it in check. An 
enterprise both engenders and directs social energy. It spurs 
action as much as it is gives it focus. It involves our impulses and 
emotions as much as it controls them. It invites new ideas as 
much as it sorts them out. An enterprise is a resource of 




Notwithstanding what a wonderful picture of preacher – congregational interaction 
this would make, it should be acknowledged that the ‗negotiated response‘ is still 
unbalanced and unequal. Creating the sermon gives to the preacher an ownership and 
responsibility that congregations will probably never feel. Indeed the differing status 
of each in this particular transaction makes that unlikely if not theoretically 
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impossible. The preacher, having come down from the pulpit to address fellow 
pilgrims, may now seldom be ―six foot above congregation,‖ but still remains the 
principal and enabling agent of the sermon, and unless overcome by an unusual sense 
of communitarian ideals, will probably always refer to what has been planned as ―my 
sermon‖. The dimension of mutual accountability in Wenger‘s analysis is stretched 
to apply to the preacher‘s community of practice, but I believe it is still usable. 
Dimension 3: A shared repertoire 
The idea of a shared repertoire as constitutive of a community of practice requires a 
little more unpacking in order to explore how it might throw light on the 
development of the preacher-in-community. According to Wenger, ―the repertoire of 
a community of practice includes, routines, words, tools, ways of doing things, 
stories, gestures, symbols, genres, actions, or concepts that the community has 
produced or adopted in the course of its existence and which have become part of its 
practice.‖
35
 These are all ―resources for negotiating meaning.‖ For a preaching 
community of mouthpiece plus listeners, if I may describe it mechanically, the 
sermon act is marked by a wide range of practices that vary from denomination to 
denomination. Whether the sermon follows the reading of Scripture or precedes the 
Eucharist, whether it is a six minute homily or a forty-five minute exposition, 
whether it teaches, exhorts, proclaims or persuades, whether it is delivered in 
stentorian tones from a symbolically significant pulpit or on chancel steps in a 
casual, conversational tone, the community is in general agreement about the range 
of resources that are available to them in order for the sermon act to take place.  
The repertoire of resources, according to Wenger, combines two characteristics: a 
history of mutual engagement, and an inherent ambiguity. The importance of history 
of mutual engagement should be clear, for the preacher develops a relationship over 
time with listeners, and it is on the basis of that relationship that understandings 
develop about the form and content that sermons should take. In addition to the 
sermonic forms mentioned above (and by no means exhaustively), the orthodoxy that 
is expected, the rhetorical manner (for instance, whether humour may be employed), 
the amount of logic, argument, story or poetry – these may all be quite fixed when a 
new minister arrives to preach. Or they may each be open for negotiation and 
development into the shared repertoire of practices.  
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Wenger‘s concept of ambiguity in the repertoire of resources is also apt for my 
purposes, for it is ambiguity that enables a space in which present-day interpretations 
of what it means to live as a Christian, as individuals and as a community, may be 
negotiated and constructed by the preacher and the community. Ambiguity also 
arises because the listener makes his or her own sermon out of the words and tone of 
voice and facial expressions of the preacher. Preaching is famously ambiguous in this 
sense, as evidence continues to support anecdotal reports that what is heard by 
congregations rarely matches or corresponds closely to what preachers say.
36
 Unlike 
a lecture which students hear and assiduously notate, aware of the examination or 
essay in which they must accurately reflect what was said in order to achieve a 
passing mark, sermons are seldom studied by listeners. Particularly in post-modern 
cultural contexts, as discussed in my Introduction, sermon listeners are implicitly 
given freedom to attend to, hear, and apply to their own devotional and ethical lives 
whatever seems right to them from the sermon. Yet this is not entirely open-ended, 
for the preacher usually has another shot at expressing orthodoxy, and furthermore, 
as we have noted, the enterprise is bound by tradition, expressed scripturally, 
liturgically and in the hymnody in many, though not all Christian traditions. 
My exploration of Lave and Wenger‘s concept of the community of practice 
represents one attempt to describe the social nature of the preaching act. One 
particular and acknowledged limitation in applying their theory is the lack of peer 
practitioners in the typical setting for regular, Sunday by Sunday congregational 
setting. The concept is strained when applied to this situation if the preacher is 
considered as the only practitioner. Nevertheless, and although the relationships of 
the preacher‘s community of practice may lack full equality and reciprocity, there is 
still enough mutual engagement, shared enterprise and a range of negotiated 
resources to justify a modified version of the theory, in order to address adequately 
the understanding of preaching as a social act. The modified version of the concept 
might be termed a ―community of agreed sermonic enterprises.‖ It will be tested in 
the field studies in chapters 6, 7 and 8. If we can see ways in which this paradigm 
explains what is already happening to some degree, we will have the beginnings of a 
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theoretical basis for enhancing the learning experiences of preachers – and those of 
the congregations who are in the senses I have described, learning partners in 
preaching. I will seek to develop this concept in Chapter 9, following my analysis of 
the empirical findings 
Part 2: Mentoring and peer learning 
Situated learning and a social view of knowledge are often focused in the 
relationship between the learner and a mentor. The term ‗mentor‘ has been used in 
many different ways, but usually with connotations of the more experienced, 
practiced and /or wiser person helping the newcomer or neophyte in ways that will 
develop them and help them on their journey to similar mastery.  
Mentoring goes beyond affirming the student‘s goals and ambitions, and helping 
with their self-understanding and thus their call or vocation, fundamental though 
these things are. It is traditionally a relationship of shaping and influencing the 
student through the task or developmental period facing the student, and is thus seen 
as an adjunct to the educational process.   
The idea of mentoring as adjunct or aid to learning not only draws on extensive 
scholarly literature, but goes beyond that to an archetypal significance in human 
learning experience. Thus what educationalist Laurent Daloz derives from Dante‘s 
Inferno and extended tellings of student stories
37
 encourages us to ask questions of 




The original Mentor is usually taken to be the Greek character, described by Homer 
as a wise and trusted counsellor.
39
 As it is used today, the term ‗mentor‘ is often 
either combined with or contrasted with coaching, and in Christian contexts, with 
discipling. The words are occasionally used in contradictory or inconsistent ways, 
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and the reader may note that the business world uses mentoring and coaching in 
opposite ways- that is to say a mentor handles developing skills within the 
organisation and a coach helps the worker with his attitude and vision. Here, at least 
as a starting point, mentoring is taken to have as its focus attitudes, values and vision. 
Coaching is more concerned with skill issues and the development of talents for 
practical application. Mentoring styles are typically reflective, and generally non-
directive, while coaching tends to be experiential and tries to be prescriptive. 
Mentoring can involve being something of a guide, introducing the student to the 
culture of the organisation and the community‘s hidden values. Coaching focuses on 
elements of practice, the development of skills and the uncovering and correction of 
faults. This is not a hard and fast distinction or definition, but I am using it as a 
starting point for my discussion where the term mentoring will be nuanced. 
In the current climate and general practice of higher education in the UK the ethos of 
mentoring is separate from that of teaching. This is clearly to the detriment of 
teaching, as Cedric Cullingford points out in the introduction to his book on the 
training and development of teachers: 
Mentoring emphasises all those aspects that teachers used to 
cherish, and which are now taken on by ancillary workers, 




He implies that there is a hands-on, involved and engaged quality to mentoring that 
teachers are being steered away from, rather like being promoted ‗upstairs‘ and away 
from the ‗shop floor‘ where their skills and interests lie. This prevents them from 
being in a mentor-like relationship with any of their charges. Theological educators 
in Higher Education would no doubt also recognise the trends by which their jobs 
become consumed with administration and planning. They can find that they become 
managers and ‗course providers‘ with more paper work and less student contact time. 
The difference between the mentor and the teacher has also come to represent 
something of the ideological divide and ongoing debate between models of learner-
centred education and teacher-centred education. Cullingford notes: 
Whilst at the earlier stages of learning the teacher, as the prime 
source of information and instruction, is assumed to dominate, 
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The self-direction of the adult learner and the learner‘s right to have some control of 
the learning process is being invoked here, as it is apparently assumed that enduring 
the domination of a teacher is strictly appropriate to early stages of learning. 
Mentoring, on the other hand, ‗goes‘ with later stages of learning: 
The concept of learning by precept and example, of being 
instructed to develop certain practices and fine tune a personal 
style of delivery, brings in the instructor, the coach, the advisor, 
and, of course, what we now term the mentor.
42
  
Shelly Cunningham also looked at mentoring in the workplace, focussing on faculty 
members in Christian Higher Education. In her introduction she writes:  
Mentoring has been the relationship of choice for professional 
development in the business arena for many years. A mentoring 
relationship involves a more experienced professional serving as 
a supportive and guiding role model for another professional who 
is less experienced in the field… The business world has 




E.L. Smither, writing in his PhD thesis on mentoring in the life and teachings of 
Augustine of Hippo, notes how mentoring is virtually inherent in the practices of the 
early church as new believers were helped in their development. 
Mentoring or discipleship, as portrayed in the early Christian 
writings, was the work of one Christian helping another disciple 
or group of disciples grow in their knowledge and application of 
the teachings of Jesus and the Scriptures. Put another way, the 
mentor coached his disciples toward realizing the fullness of 
their salvation. A mentoring relationship was a personal and 




The identification of a mentoring relationship within the faith community as 
―personal and caring‖ can be seen to a greater or lesser extent in most views of 






 Shelly Cunningham, 'The Nature of Workplace Mentoring Relationships among Faculty Members 
in Christian Higher Education', The Journal of Higher Education, 70 (1999), p. 443. 
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mentoring. Disinterested advice would not be enough to indicate a mentor helping a 
mentee. Not unconnected to the personal aspects of a mentor-mentee relationship, 
some writers on mentoring have also pointed out the tension that can arise when the 
mentor is also required by organisational structures to act as gatekeeper for the 
organisation or institution. If the mentor is required to assess formally, to make 
judgements, to evaluate work that will contribute to a final mark of a course or 
training programme, the mentor has taken on a gatekeeper‘s role. This has been 
noted as a restriction on the learning that student teachers can receive from 
supervisors. Boud and Middleton, note that ―staff can have difficulties in trusting 
supervisors to facilitate their learning because of supervisors‘ formal role in 




Finally, as I noted in an earlier paper, a study of mentoring in educational contexts 
could be valuable for indicating the kinds of relationships and expectations 
appropriate for student preachers.
46
 The educational authors McIntyre and Hagger 
propose a tiered model for mentoring relationships.
47
  
Student teachers benefit most from mentoring with aspects of: 
1. peer support 
2. personal guidance and challenge  
3. planned and managed curriculum.  
Mentoring for qualified and employed teachers would be characterised by: 
1. peer support  
2. personal guidance and challenge 
Mentoring for head teachers should consist principally of peer support. 
I commented on this in an earlier paper: 
Best practice in theological education does broadly reflect this 
wisdom. In much Anglican training (in my experience) the pre-
ordination student‘s curriculum is neither the result of rubrics 
rigidly applied, nor merely the result of personal choice, but 
planned and managed by the student in consultation with staff. In 
service, the ordained minister would not receive curriculum 
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management, but can reasonably expect personal guidance and 
challenge, as well as peer support …Applying this particularly to 
preaching training, however, should make us question the 
support structures that exist for mentoring.
48
  
A major implication for the training of preachers is that a range of learning methods 
involving peers, instructors and mentors should be employed.  A second implication 
is that mentoring continues to have value even for those who have completed initial 
periods of training.  
Discussion of three church examples 
A Baptist perspective 
In the UK and American churches, the term often used for a mentor-like role is 
supervision. Thus for example in a Southern Baptist (USA) manual, the authors 
identify seven supervisory styles, namely work evaluation mode, instructor mode, 




It was interesting to note that out of 32 areas of supervisory exploration or 
‗evaluation issues‘ in this manual, none refers explicitly to preaching. One sample 
question to ask of the minister under supervision is, ―Are you able to teach others 
utilizing a variety of teaching methodologies based on the various learning styles?‖ 
A second question investigates communication skills: ―Are you able to communicate 
effectively with others through verbal and written means? Are you able to articulate 
ideas on a variety of levels so that people of differing ages and backgrounds might 
understand you on their own levels?‖
50
 These questions would seem to reflect a 
particular paradigm of preaching that limits it to a form of Christian education, but 
even so, it is perplexing that there is not more that the authors would have the 
supervisor evaluate in the minister‘s pulpit activity. 
An Anglican perspective 
In Anglican churches in England, curates recently ordained as deacons usually work 
for two years for a parish church or group of churches under the close supervision of 
a vicar or rector. This supervisor is officially termed a ‗Training Incumbent‘. Keith 
Lamdin and David Tilley provide and explore models of supervision in a recent 
handbook on supporting new ministers. Referencing Alan Wilson who described in 
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theological terms ministerial supervision in the Oxford Diocese, they state that ―the 
role of the training incumbent integrates four constituent roles: manager, educator, 
mediator and supporter.‖
51
 The manager has the job of overseeing the work of the 
junior colleague in order to preserve the smooth and efficient running of the 
organization. Examples include ―how well and how often the curate preaches‖ as 
well as checking administrative abilities such as record-keeping. Their theological 
gloss on this role refers to the ordained minister‘s calling to be a steward and a 
shepherd. When supervision is practised as management like this, the curate‘s 
learning is assumed to align with his or her acquisition of demonstrable competency 
in certain prescribed areas. In this arrangement, it would seem that the needs of the 
organization take priority over the needs of the learning individual. Although the 
style of management may exacerbate or ameliorate this to some degree, I would 
question whether some ideals of mentoring as noted earlier are compromised here. 
The supervising minister is also called to act as educator for the trainee minister, 
―explaining how things are done, particularly in the local parish, and enabling the 
gifts of the individual to emerge, to be used in ministry and to develop.‖
52
 He or she 
may from time to time function as a mediator on behalf of the curate, or between the 
curate and bodies and persons such as the church congregation and diocesan 
officials. Finally the supervising minister will act as supporter, which the authors 
principally define as ―a caring but dispassionate function of giving objective 
support.‖
53
 The role they invoke for this expressed theologically is pastor, and in this 
respect the curate is potentially able to receive the ―wise and trusted‖ counsel of a 
mentor, although experiences naturally vary quite considerably. The mentoring 
offered by the Training Incumbent, on the account given here, seems particularly 
shaped by the needs of the organization, both in its national and local guises. The 
range of responsibilities of the supervisory minister for the curate is to be affirmed, 
and could with adaptation form the basis for supervisory relationships in other 
denominations. 
A Methodist perspective 
The Methodist Church of Great Britain has one of the most comprehensively 
organized, resourced and documented structures for training and developing Local 
Preachers. Mentoring is also part of an induction process, guiding the student into the 
                                                 
51
 Keith Lamdin and D. Tilley, Supporting New Ministers in the Local Church (London: SPCK, 




 Ibid., p. 8. 
    
Chapter 4: Communities of Practice 96  
ways of the institution, its habits and discourse. Within the Methodist training 
structure, prospective Local Preachers have a Mentor assigned to them. Mentoring as 
supervision and instruction is also built into the Note and Trial process through the 
assignment to the student of a supervising minister who will be their Local 
Preachers‘ Tutor (abbreviated hereafter as LPT). Thus when they have ‗received a 
Note to preach,‘ a prospective Local Preacher will accompany her or his LPT to 
services where the LPT is preaching and conducting the service. In this phase the 
student is mainly observing, although he or she may preach a sermon within a service 
planned by the LPT. Principally the mentoring is that of providing a role model 
(inviting imitation), and that of the teacher-didact (imparting knowledge and 
theoretical models). Within the personal relationship, there is scope for influencing 
character and shaping theological conviction, both of which contribute to the making 
of the preacher.  
When and if the student is placed ‗On Trial‘, they are fully tasked with planning, 
conducting and preaching at a number of services. The LPT is in the position of 
providing formative evaluation of the student‘s work, as well as arranging for 
evaluative feedback from others from the local church and within a structured setting 
following the service.  
While the student is On Trial there is potential for a very close relationship of 
coaching, giving attention to the student‘s practical work in all of its phases. In this 
study though, there was little evidence that the tutor-student relationships worked on 
this level. Amongst other constraints, the lack of time required for such a relationship 
would be a factor, and it would seem to go beyond the role of the Local Preachers‘ 
Tutor as conceived institutionally. Furthermore, as Cullingford observes, the 
mentoring relationship is perhaps crucially compromised when assessment and the 
marking of work is built into it, when the individual who exists to induct the 




Peer-Assisted Learning (PAL) 
Peer-assisted learning has had many advocates and enthusiasts, although many of 
these are concerned with programmes, procedures and strategy within the realm of 
child education.
55
 It refers to any of a number of educational practices that involve 
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two or more individuals working together on their learning, as equals, and in a 
structured way. Another common description is ―students cooperating to learn.‖ Peer 
group learning activities can include assessment, feedback, tutoring and teaching. 
―Students cooperating to learn‖ is typically favoured where students are being trained 
for work situations where team work is expected.
56
 A useful book, both as 
introduction and compendium of methods of peer group work is Nancy Falchikov‘s 
2001 work on peer group learning in higher education. Principles of peer group 
learning that Falchikov outlines are, firstly that learning groups usually involve 
students from the same cohort. Secondly, students must take an active part in the 
process of learning. Thirdly, criteria for evaluation and outcomes must be made very 
explicit. Fourthly, activities are usually used for formative rather than summative 
purposes, though they may involve awarding marks.
57
  
But how relevant is it to learning preaching? Giving feedback following a sermon is 
an activity where peer involvement may be of significant value in a preacher‘s 
development. This requires the careful construction of a safe environment, a shared 
understanding of the parameters of the craft, and the limits of criticism, as well as 
showing sensitivity for the emotional stress and personal involvement experienced in 
preaching a sermon. Under such conditions peer feedback can be intelligent, 
focussed and helpful to the whole peer group. Barbara K Lundblad, Professor of 
Preaching at Union Theological Seminary in New York, writes: 
The practicum group is the locus for the most intensive 
practicing … The small group may be the best place for students 
to discuss their theologies of preaching and learn to honor 
differences among them. Students can practice communal 
interpretation of texts, receive feedback on sermon theme or 
focus, or practice a possible sermon introduction.
58
 
In my own teaching of preaching I have found particular value in the construction of 
a practical learning environment where students are given the opportunity, structure 
and guidelines to discuss one another‘s sermons. This has been marked by strong 
student engagement, fruitful exchanges and positive evaluations. The benefits can be 
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intellectual. As Christine Blair points out in her study of adult learning in theological 
education, ―reflection is strengthened when adults can return to the subject matter 
several times in different ways.‖
59
 But the benefit – and the learning – can go deeper 
than levels of conceptual understanding for some students. 
One student wrote to me:  
One of the most helpful learning experiences for preaching has 
been an optional group for preaching practice, as part of our 
homiletics class … A key part to this learning was being part of a 
group that learned to grow in trust of each other and thereby be 
able to listen and learn from the criticisms made… The group 
was able to go to a deeper level of trust than perhaps in a parish 
setting might, because everyone was in a position of learning. It 
also felt like the criticism was part of our act of worship - all 
working together to build the kingdom of God.
60
 
As indicated above, a group of peers are also capable of generating and experiencing 
aspects of community that not only contribute to the learning, but as Wenger argued, 
are constitutive of the learning process. This is illustrated in the following story from 
Wardlaw‘s Learning Preaching: 
Robert knocked at my office door. He stopped by to let me know 
that a group of my former preaching students had been out for a 
pizza the night before to talk once again about their preaching 
ministry. A sense of bonding had occurred during their time 
together in the preaching class, and they still continued to meet 
to share ideas and experiences, and to be a support and challenge 
for one another. They could not let go of this experience of 
community they had found in the classroom.
61
 
As Wardlaw notes, strong affective motivations for learning were fostered within a 
community of peers, and this is consonant with the insights of adult learning theories 
when they emphasise that, according to Eugene Tester, ―adults learn best in a 
community atmosphere fostering cooperation, caring, and mutual respect.‖
62
 This 
will become especially apparent when we consider the experience of the young 
Methodist preachers in Field Study Three.  
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Preaching is a craft of language, and a craft that is learnt through participation in the 
linguistic community, as Wittgenstein argued.
63
 A community of peers can 
contribute to this language development, although the mentor or experienced 
practitioner will be more significant in this respect, passing on the values of the 
community and imparting the ‗correct‘ ways of using the language.  
Yet there may be a fundamental cultural divergence between the act of preaching and 
PAL.
64
 As we shall see in the field studies, the preachers responding to my surveys 
and questions acknowledged or spoke about very little experience of learning from 
peers. Is the resistance in practice or absence of peer assisted learning among 
ministers simply down to patterns of solo ministry? Or is it that students in training 
for the ministry are not considered to need significant practice in cooperative 
learning and task achievement? Or is it that there is something more fundamental in 
the authoritarian stance of traditional preaching that diverges at a philosophical level 
from the equality and community required by peer learning?
65
 This is an area where 
further theological research will be very important. 
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Conclusion 
The limitations encountered in applying the concept of communities of practice to 
the development of preachers resulted in a change of emphasis in the research. This 
caused me to broaden my view of what constitutes situated learning and to consider 
other theories addressing the social nature of learning, in particular the nature of 
mentoring and the possibility of learning from and with peers. The three institutional 
schemes for supervisory mentoring that have been discussed are not exhaustive of 
the range of relationships that trainee preachers can have with more experienced 
guides and counsellors. They are included here to raise the typical issues that affect 
any formal or informal arrangement made by an institution to develop the gifts, 
ministries and callings.  
In my three field studies I will be looking for signs of situated learning and for the 
existence of formative experiences of communities of practice. I will examine the 
perceived effectiveness and usefulness of supervision and mentoring from the point 
of view of the minister or pastor learning to preach, as well as the effect of peers on 
one another learning to preach. My thesis is about discovering the extent to which 
these can be discerned in the educational trajectory or progress of a range of different 
preachers, and then to see how much modern educational theory could contribute to 
the shaping of preachers. I am therefore asking in the field studies whether there can 
be sufficient influence on a preacher from past and present preachers, sufficient 
influence from and on present listeners, and sufficient influence on future preachers 
to justify recognition of these forces as highly significant socially-mediated forms of 
learning that contribute to a preacher‘s development. If so, this will justify advancing 
a theory of a community of agreed sermonic enterprises, some of its theological and 
pastoral implications, and finally a range of principles and recommendations for 
good practice, which I will do in my concluding chapters 9 and 10. Before 
considering these field studies, I will in the next chapter introduce the studies and the 
methodologies involved.   
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Chapter 5 
Empirical Research Methodologies 
The theoretical explorations I have made in the last three chapters will form the 
conceptual basis for the empirical work of the next three chapters. These chapters 
present and examine field studies of preachers in a variety of settings and using a 
range of investigative methods. My strategy in using two analytical methods and 
three data sources was to conduct a loose form of data triangulation in which 
employing multiple methods can increase clarity. This was not a strict form of 
triangulation, as I did not judge that data from the different methods would allow  
stringent cross-checking.
1
 The use of multiple methods did allow different yet 
complementary questions to be asked, and enabled the results of the qualitative 
research to act as a source of hypotheses.
2
  
In this chapter I introduce each of the three studies and give an overview of the 
research methods employed. I also discuss how participants and source material were 
chosen and the strengths and limitations for my thesis of these methods, and of the 
demand characteristics of the data, and I confirm my observation of College and 
University Research Ethics guidelines. These descriptions of my methodologies are 
supplemented by documents in the Appendices.  
Field Study 1: Church of Scotland ministers 
My first field study used an on-line questionnaire to elicit responses from serving 
Church of Scotland ministers, and my analysis of that data forms the substance of 
chapter 6. 
Survey design and rationale 
The purpose of this field study was to determine experience of, and attitudes and 
intentions towards preaching and learning to preach held by serving, ordained 
ministers in the Church of Scotland. This was to be achieved through a questionnaire 
containing primarily Likert Scale questions measuring degrees of agreement / 
disagreement with a series of statements.  
At the very beginning of this research project, I devised a survey to determine 
experiences of and attitudes to learning preaching of students in a homiletics class 
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 Triangulation is defined and considered in Colin Robson, Real World Research: A Resource for 
Social Scientists and Practitioner-Researchers, 2nd edn (Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 2002), p. 371. 
2
 Ibid., p. 372. 
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that I was co-teaching.
3
 The resultant data were interesting, but I decided not to 
incorporate them into the research, for reasons that I will shortly make clear. The 
students were invited to complete a questionnaire during class at the beginning of the 
course, and a sequel to this was requested of them at the end of the course. Thus I 
reasoned that I would have the beginnings of a small longitudinal study with the 
potential to analyse changes in learning attitudes over time. I also distributed the first 
part of the same questionnaire to some other students I was teaching for a Church of 
England diocese in January 2006, paving the way, I hoped, for some comparisons 
across denominational practice. I realised that because I was teaching on these 
courses there were both ethical issues and research issues to consider. Ethically, the 
chief concern was that no student‘s education could be affected negatively by their 
responses to the questionnaire.
4




The research issue that arose was more difficult for the project. Because I was 
contributing teaching to the course, and had exposure to the class, I considered upon 
reflection that the data would be contaminated by a possible respondent bias. For 
example, some questions that asked the respondent to prioritise their learning goals at 
the end of the course, for instance, could have been affected by their knowledge of 
what I as a teacher would like to see. This is sometimes referred to as the ‗good 
bunny‘ or ‗good subject‘ syndrome.
6
 This was the principal reason that these data 
were not used for this research project. Another reason not to use the data derived 
from the fact that the pool of respondents (n=16) who could be compared was quite 
small for quantitative data analysis. The main reason for not using this data was that I 
thought I could produce a better and much larger surveying project, using a 
refinement of the questionnaire and to be sent out to recently ordained ministers in 
the Church of Scotland. This pilot exercise provided valuable experience in 
questionnaire design, and raised important methodological issues for my thought in 
advance of the main study.  
                                                 
3
 Homiletics [3/4] taught in New College, University of Edinburgh, Semester 1, 2005. 
4
 The assurances given to the students may be found at the head of the sample of the questionnaire 
used, see Appendix 2.3. 
5
 In order to match the follow-up questionnaire to the initial questionnaire, the students were asked to 
mark each questionnaire paper with a code known only to them. 
6
 Robson, Real World Research, p. 172. 
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The final version of the survey for this field study also had the benefit of a pilot 
survey in September 2007.
7
 After the final version was prepared, an invitation to take 
part in an online survey was sent in November 2007 by email to 409 Church of 
Scotland ministers. For this I had the kind assistance of the Church of Scotland 
Ministries Council, who offered to send the invitation to those serving ministers who 




The total number of unique replies processed was 180, which represents a 
respectable response rate of 44%.
9
 I will consider in chapter 6 how much this may be 
valued as a completely unbiased subset on the basis of some of the demand 
characteristics.  
The question may be raised about the representative quality of a subset of ministers 
who were contactable by email and the implications of ignoring those who did not 
use that technology. In that respect there was a degree of uncertainty outside of my 
control introduced into my research when I discovered that out of 982 serving 
ministers, only 409 had been emailed with my invitation by the Ministries Council. 
Since I had previously been told that over 90% of present ministers had access to 
emails, I was surprised. I was also concerned that missing out the rest of the 
ministers would result in an under-representation in the sample of older ministers 
(and some technophobes) who were not on email. Since I considered that I was 
constrained by the support that could reasonably be expected from 121 George 
Street, the Administrative headquarters of the Church of Scotland, I decided I could 
not follow this up. Sending out a paper questionnaire would have been too costly, 
                                                 
7
 In order to test the instrument, I sent an initial pilot of the survey to sixteen preachers known 
personally to me and who were not in the Church of Scotland. Their responses in the survey, the 
length of time taken to complete it, and constructive comments on the experience of taking the survey 
helped me to refine the instrument. The final questionnaire in November was also piloted in the 
Church of Scotland in October 2007 by emailing 50 ministers selected by the Church of Scotland 
Ministries Council. This group was also included in the invitation to participate in the final survey, 
although they were asked not to complete the questionnaire if they had already done so. There were no 
significant changes made to the form of the questionnaire as a result of receiving the October 2007 
‗pilot‘ replies, and therefore I judged that I could combine the data with the data from the main 
survey. 
8
 See Appendix 2.1 for sample wording of invitation to participate, and Appendix 2.5 for a copy of the 
paper version of the survey. In my negotiations with the Ministries Council, I offered to include 
questions to aid their planning in provision of ministerial training in preaching. Details of these 
questions and ethical issues arising are discussed in Appendix 2.6. 
9
 After careful sifting of the responses for duplicates, which included examining the IP addresses of 
the online computer used by each respondent, as well as removing responses that were substantially 
incomplete, the final survey responses (n= 153) were added to the pilot responses (n=27) for the total 
(n= 180).  
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and I had not been offered access to ministers‘ addresses that would enable me to 
extend the survey in this way.  
The survey was hosted online by Survey Monkey,
10
 and responses were downloaded 
and imported into the statistical analysis software programme, SPSS for Windows, 
version 14. Please refer to Appendix 2.6 – Methodological Notes, for further 
considerations regarding the pilot surveys, sampling, representation and demand 
characteristics.  
Composition of the sample by age, experience and gender 
The age of the respondents varied from 28 to 68. This constituted a body of relatively 
mature men and women, with fewer than 6% under the age of 34. Fig. 5-1 illustrates 
the age distribution of the respondents. The great majority (82%) of respondents fall 
into five age bands from ages 39 to 63. This range and distribution indicates a useful 
degree of conformity in the sample to the population of Cof S ministers at large. The 
mean age of the sample was 50, and this compares well, considering my concerns 
expressed above about the subset having access to emails, with the average age of C 
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Figure 5-1 
                                                 
10
 An online survey provider  <www.surveymonkey.com>  [Accessed 12/02/09]. See Appendix 2.4 
for a description of Survey Monkey and the advantages and disadvantages I found in using an online 
survey. 
11
 As confirmed in an email from Ministries Council 15
th
 January 2008. 
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For this research I decided not to study the significance of age for the learning 
experience. For example, one question that could be asked is whether older 
candidates for the ministry learned preaching differently from the ways younger 
candidates learned. Although it was possible to filter the respondents by both age and 
experience of different forms of learning during and since ordination, the resultant 
sample groups would be quite small, and this I felt would weaken inferences and 
conclusions based on them. Furthermore, since the term ―adult education‖ as I have 
previously discussed it is rarely subject to studies of educational differences between 
older and younger adults, and particularly given the narrow age range of most of this 
group of preachers (82% were between the ages of 40 and 64), I decided not to 
attempt to distinguish between the cases according to, nor correlate factors with, the 
variable ‗age‘.  
I believed that a more significant variable would be experience, and this was 
operationally defined as the length of time since the respondent had started preaching 
as an ordained minister.  
Figure 5-2 shows the distribution of the respondents according to their stated 
preaching experience, expressed in the number of years they have been preaching 
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Figure 5-2 
The median length of experience of the respondents is in fact 14 years. I decided that 
this was a useful dividing line for concentrating on those more recently ordained, and 
for comparing the learning experiences of the less experienced preachers. 
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Accordingly, the population size for most of my investigations of those preaching for 
14 years or less is 90 cases, unless otherwise indicated (or further broken down by 
e.g. gender or other factors).  
What differences did I expect, and more importantly, why should I concentrate on 
those more recently ordained? Firstly, I wished to recognise the limitation of 
memory. Invariably, the longer the time interval, the greater the difficulties people 
have identifying formative influences in their early learning experiences. As a friend 
completing the pilot survey for me pointed out:  
… I found it hard to separate these influences (and they were 
quite long ago). I would have found it more helpful to know what 




Secondly, institutional structures for training in preaching have changed in many 
ways over the 40 years since the ordination of some of the respondents.
13
 I decided 
that descriptions of educational practice going back that far might not reliably be 
compared with others‘ impressions of more recent and often different practices. 
An acknowledgement of limitations such as this in the research method should be 
made, even with respondents more recently trained, but I did not hold that this fatally 
compromised the method. One way of gauging the reactions of respondents to the 
experience of participating in the survey, particularly in multiple-choice 
questionnaires used for quantitative analysis, is to provide optional questions 
allowing the write-in of independent answers. This can provide a useful ―feeling of 
agency‖ and this in turn can slightly improve the response rate. Another benefit of 
occasional write-in answers is that if there were a great number of such answers this 
could indicate that the respondents were in some ways dissatisfied or felt constrained 
by the categories offered for their multiple-choice response, and therefore that the 
theoretical constructs were not matching the respondents‘ experience and thinking.  
Another interpretation of a large number of independent answers may indicate, 
alternatively, a high degree of intellectual or emotional engagement with the topics. 
In that respect this survey‘s write-in answers indicated that the respondents were 
exhibiting a high level of reflective thinking about preaching, and even an 
enthusiasm for contributing to this research. Such a conclusion is not as robust, 
                                                 
12
 Rev. Duncan MacLaren in a written response on the experience of completing the survey. 
13
 To give one example, Lamdin and Tilley, on the kind of support in reflection on ministerial practice 
that new ministers receive, wrote:  ―Teaching incumbents the skills for aiding reflection has been… a 
relatively recent development in the preparation and training of incumbents for the arrival of a junior 
colleague.‖ (Lamdin and Tilley, Supporting New Ministers, p. 67.) 
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however, as conclusions derived from the data when comparing and correlating 
results, and is not a contributory factor to the conclusions and inferences drawn. 
Gender distribution 
The gender split of the entire sample was 26% Female to 74% Male. This compares 
with a gender ratio of the whole of the population of serving Church of Scotland 
ministers (982 in November 2007) which is 20% female to 80% male.
14
 For the 
section of the sample ordained less than 15 years ago (n=90), this ratio was 38% 
female to 62% male. There are no figures available from the Church of Scotland for 
gender ratio broken down by age bands. I am reasonably confident that the sample 
gender distribution between those more recently ordained is representative of the 
population of ministers surveyed, given a denomination which first allowed the 
ordination of women as ministers in 1968.  
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By using the part of the sample more recently ordained, with less than 15 years‘ 
preaching experience, I gained a somewhat more equal gender balance, and thus 
ensured that the genders had more equal representation as I looked for background 
variations of attitude and experience across the whole data set irrespective of gender. 
                                                 
14
 As given in an email from Ministries Council 15
th
 January 2008. 
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Initial data analysis 
To begin my investigations I analysed the raw data to identify any apparently 
aberrant or outlying items. One of my first observations was that there were an 
increasing number of missing answers further into the survey. There are two 
explanations that are most likely. One is a natural weariness that can take over when 
completing a survey, and the effect on some of being interrupted or called away. 
Since submitting an incomplete survey online involved no more than a few mouse 
clicks, it would seem that this tendency among respondents could be responsible for 
incomplete questionnaires. A second explanation is that in the later questions a more 
difficult self-reflection is being called for, and this might lead to a tendency to submit 
the completed part of the survey rather than push through to the end. The number of 
cases used for correlations in the subsequent analysis will therefore vary depending 
on whether or not a given question was answered, and this is noted where it is 
thought to be significant. 
Basic frequency analysis revealed that almost all (99%) from this sample preach at 
least weekly, and just under half (46%) preach more than once per week. When 
asked for the average length of sermons preached, 8% said they preached under 12 
minutes, 64% between 12 and 20 minutes, 26% over 20 minutes, and 1% (2 cases) 
stated that their sermons were usually over 40 minutes. I discuss in chapter 6 
implications arising from the possibility that the sample has been biased by 
containing an unrepresentative number of those ministers who are emotionally more 
committed to preaching than some of their colleagues. Initial frequency analysis of 
the survey also revealed very high numbers reporting on the significance and value 
of mentoring & feedback. This alerted me to the importance of this issue, and 
therefore influenced to some degree the kind of subsequent data analysis that I 
carried out, and indeed the emphasis given to this area in the theoretical chapters.  
As this survey and field study were planned early in my research, I found later, 
perhaps inevitably, that there were missing questions and undeveloped areas for 
study, such as the collegial nature of learning preaching and the role of congregations 
in the feedback on sermons. Had there been sufficient resources, a study of one or 
more local congregations and their reception of sermons could have been a fruitful 
line of enquiry. As it is, this first field study served in many ways to hone my 
methodology in preparation for the questions I would ask of the data gathered for the 
second and third field studies.  
The analysis of these data and implications for this thesis are presented in chapter 6.  
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Field Study 2: Preachers’ autobiographical essays 
For my second field study I have undertaken a qualitative analysis of 
autobiographical essays on preaching, and this is presented in chapter 7. These had 
been written by a group of fifteen UK preachers for a book that I compiled and 
edited in 2004-2005 entitled Pulpit Journeys.
15
 I conceived this book before this 
research commenced, having been commissioned by publishers to do it early in 
2004. The writers were not conscious that their writing would be used in this way. I 
was not as editor seeking a fully representative population sample of British 
preachers. So in retrospect we can see this as a serendipitous sample, and in terms of 
the characteristics of the data sets for this field study, I have used non-probability 
sampling, for the contributors were ‗found‘ or ‗accidental‘ rather than arranged or 
collected for research purposes.
16
 The gender balance of the sample is unequal, with 
13 male writers and only 2 female writers. Although I was of course responsible for 
choosing the contributors to the original book, as I describe below, and in retrospect 
would have preferred to have had more women writers, I did not find it at all easy at 
the time to find an equal number of preachers who had the public stature and the 
experience desired by the publisher. For the present research this gender imbalance is 
the more regrettable, but will have to be compensated by more proportionate 
representation in the other two field studies,   
As a survey sample, these preachers inhabit a comparatively wide theological 
spectrum within confessional, Protestant, Reformed Christianity. As a sample they 
also shared features such as availability when asked and a willingness to write for the 
book. They were drawn from a pool of thirty or so preachers invited to write and 
whom I knew of or who had been suggested for the book. Most were paid a small 
honorarium for their work, except the two who preferred to be interviewed, and one 
writer who declined payment. Payments were made directly to them by the 
publishers. In the course of this research I revisited the contributors to ask for 
permission for their work to be used. None withheld permission. All contributors‘ 
identities have been hidden where not expressly permitted by the contributor, along 
with the identities of any colleagues or peers referred to in the interviews. The 
authors‘ permissions were also obtained for any substantial quotation in this 
research. 
                                                 
15
 Stevenson, ed., Pulpit Journeys. 
16
 Probability and non-probability sampling is discussed in Robson, Real World Research, pp. 261-
266. 
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Demand characteristics 
Before exploring the analysis of the material, it is worth briefly considering any 
factors that might be supposed to contribute to the constraints felt by the writers as 
they shaped their responses. The invitation to contribute to the volume of essays 
included the following paragraph: 
I am writing to invite you to contribute to a book … on the theme 
of the formative influences on their development as preachers…. 
You would have a completely free hand in how to approach this, 
focussing on any particular aspect as seems inspiring to you. This 
might be the most influential preacher or teacher you had, how 
you learned to discern God's word for your sermons, the kind of 
illustrations you use and how you find new ones, a story of a 
particular moment of revelation about the preaching task… the 
emphasis is on your growth or journey as a preacher, and on 




From the brief suggestions here of aspects of their preaching development that 
writers were invited to focus on, only the idea of ―influential preacher or teacher‖ 
appears to have been taken up by the contributors in a significant way. As will be 
seen, stories of role models and mentors considerably outweigh these writers‘ 
accounts of any other influences. This may have been influenced by the invitation, 
although a complete explanation of demand characteristics along those lines would 
have to account for the fact that none of the other suggestions were directly taken up 
by any of the writers.  
Potential contributors also received a follow-up letter which contained the following 
paragraph: 
Autobiographical in nature, the essay should focus, we feel, on 
stories, events, influential individuals, and /or moments of 
revelation about the preaching ministry. Other qualities I am 
looking for are anecdote and a lightness of touch, rather than it 
being didactic and, well… preachy … it needs to be story-based, 
as far as possible.
18
 
It is worth noting that these instructions may have to a degree superseded the 
guidance given in the first letter. My aim was to allow their freedom, creativity and 
autonomy as writers, even while I was encouraging them to share accounts from 
personal experience presented entertainingly and as narrative.  
                                                 
17
 See Appendix 3.2. 
18
 See Appendix 3.3. 
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Another demand characteristic resides in the fact that the writers, who were almost 
all experienced communicators in print as well as in oral form, will have been 
conscious that they were writing for publication, and most probably for a particular 
kind of reader. The reputation of the publisher, Darton Longman and Todd
 
would 
very likely lead them to suppose that the likely readership of the book would have a 
high level of Christian commitment along with a high degree of educational 
attainment. The readership would probably also have an interest in preaching, in the 
personality and personal stories of preachers, and in the craft of preaching. Most 
probably the authors supposed, as did my commissioning editor and I, that the 
readership would largely be composed of preachers and ministers, who were either 
experienced, in training or considering their call. With a couple of exceptions the aim 
of the writers does not seem for the most part to have been to ‗preach‘, that is to say, 
to write with a preacher‘s rhetoric and intention.
19
 They have not made apologetic 
arguments or evangelistic appeals. Neither have they apparently sought to make a 
scholarly contribution to the field of homiletics. Instead they appear to have been 
trying to fulfil the editorial commission to write about their own experiences and 
beliefs about preaching in a way that would instruct and educate the reader who is 
interested in preaching. I would argue that this is no more likely to introduce a bias 
than the good subject effect referred to earlier.  
Two of the writers were interviewed orally by me, and their responses to my 
questions were transcribed verbatim. Their exact words form the substance of the 
book chapters, although not all their words were used, as pauses and conversational 




The written material was lightly edited for publication for felicity of style by me and 
by the publisher‘s copy editor. It should be noted that some minor differences existed 
between these collected chapters as they were submitted to the publisher and the 
published version due to further copy editing, but I judged that there were none that 
materially affected the data from the point of view of this research. I had also 
removed or reduced passages that focussed too narrowly on the writer‘s theory of 
preaching at the expense of the writer‘s own story and development. In this I was not 
                                                 
19
 Although forgiveable. They are preachers, after all. 
20
 It should also be noted that the interview questions appearing in the text of the book were not the 
exact questions asked of them by the interviewer, but that every effort was made to represent 
accurately and responsibly in the printed ‗questions‘ the subject area that the contributor was 
addressing in his response, and to avoid mis-quoting the speaker. 
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so much trying to separate what they had learned from how they had learned it, but I 
believed with my commissioning editor that narrative would make a more 
interesting, entertaining and readable book.  
Again, a research issue arises here about the involvement of the researcher in the data 
collection process, and I must acknowledge that I had significant involvement in 
producing the material that subsequently became data for this study. This may be 
thought to ‗contaminate‘ the data to a degree not normally seen in this kind of 
research. Against this it may be argued that this material, now in the public domain, 
represents a valuable ‗found‘ research source.
21
 As an editor I was looking to tell a 
story with a range of different voices, and it may be argued that this is analogous to 
the way as a researcher I would choose my participants. 
There are also of course the limitations of memory. In contrast to the data set in the 
Church of Scotland ministers study, none of these writers had been preaching for less 
than 15 years, and in some cases the experiences and past attitudes and influences 
were being recalled from 30 to 40 years previously. To gauge how self-conceptions 
might have changed over time or how they might have been influenced by more 
recent events would require a longitudinal study, carried out over many years, and 
this was not feasible. The significance of early influences, people and events in all 
our lives remains subjective and often irretrievable.  
In defence of this research method, the theories I am working with were being tested 
for their phenomenological validity over a data set. Thus for example one 
recollection of the inspiration given by the experience of listening to preaching at an 
early age, is not significant, but 6, 8 or 10 such recollections are more likely to 
indicate a common pattern. In particular, given the free hand and autonomy of the 
thirteen writers,
22
 the relative frequency of mention in the discourse of various topics 
has been taken to indicate a valuing and privileging of certain formative influences 
over others.  
                                                 
21
 For example the fifteen preachers writing for Edward England, ed., My Call to Preach 
(Crowborough East Sussex: Highland Books, 1986). These testimonies were not used for this research 
principally, as with the Church of Scotland field study, to allow the focus to be on the experience of 
younger, late twentieth-century preachers.  
22
 The two interview subjects, responding in a fairly free and discursive way to a series of open-ended 
questions, may be seen to have had slightly less autonomy in their contribution to the publication.  
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Process 
I imported each preacher‘s edited contribution as a text document into NVivo7 
textual analysis and indexing software.
23
 In my content analysis I was chiefly seeking 
to identify similarities and background variations in a phenomenological analysis of 
learning to preach. In order to analyse the discourse, answers were coded and 
indexed, allowing a composite picture to be built up of the responses and positions of 
the writers. I present the findings of my analysis in chapter 7.  
Field Study 3: Methodist preachers in Liverpool  
Method and contributors 
The third field study is ethnographic research involving the qualitative analysis of a 
series of semi-structured face-to-face interviews. The sample was a group of twelve 
Methodists who began their preaching ministry, or who were actively considering a 
preaching vocation, during the time they were members of, or closely associated with 
Elm Hall Drive Methodist Church, Liverpool in the period from 1991 to 1996. The 
minister and university chaplain at the time, Rev. Dr David Wilkinson also 
volunteered to be interviewed. In my content analysis I am chiefly seeking to identify 
variations and similarities in learning to preach by comparing present self-
understanding of important values with  
a) the preachers‘ recollections of the values that were dominant or current at the 
time of sharing what was evidently a ‗community of practice‘ some years 
previously 
b) the understanding of preaching held by the minister at the time 
c) theoretical models and conceptions of adult learning. 
The analytical method used and its limitations 
The interview transcripts have been analysed as discourse in an interpretative way to 
discern the emergence of common themes, conceptual and experiential correlations 
and background variations among those sharing attributes as preachers in the 
Methodist Church. This incorporates more of a realist, as opposed to positivist 
approach, as it involved an iterative process, moving from the literature on learning 
to the data, looking for reflections and resonances, as well as moving from the data to 
the literature, looking for theories that could be mapped onto the responses. This 
                                                 
23
 NVivo 7 is a programme for analysing qualitative data, distributed by QSR International. It works 
by allowing imported text to be coded by user-defined categories. This allows evidence of words, 
subjects and topics in the discourse to be assembled and interrogated from a large amount of material. 
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dialectic moves towards the ‗grounded theorising‘ of Glaser and Strauss using what 
they call the ‗constant comparative method,‘ but it is not strictly inductive.
24
 The 
explanatory logic is primarily one of developing and tracing ideas alongside 
inductive theorising, but without attempting to compare, evaluate or predict at early 
stages in the analysis.
25
  
Why might I want to use qualitative, semi-structured interviewing, rather than a 
structured form of interviewing, or a questionnaire? Naturally, questions asked of a 
respondent in a semi-structured interview are always leading questions to some 
degree, although of course less so than in a fully structured interview or 
questionnaire. My participants were asked to respond to questions which demanded a 
high level of interpretation of their own experience, occasionally in categories or 
schema which they were not used to using. What I was trying to uncover was the 
preacher‘s knowledge and reflexive understanding, and that depends to a great extent 
on their existing epistemological framework and their stances towards their own 
learning rather than those of the interviewer. The interaction of the interview process 
is both a legitimate and a generative activity that attempts to respect these 
frameworks.  
There were in addition the limitations of memory, since in some cases the 
experiences and past attitudes and influences were being recalled from up to 15 years 
previously. There is no practical way of testing when interpretations were evolved 
from early experiences, or even whether some understandings were entirely ex post 
facto and the result of later learning or even suggestion by the interviewer. This may 
be recognised as a potential weakness in the research method from a positivist point 
of view, and this is one reason for conducting three field studies in this research 
project. 
Finally, there is an inbuilt limitation in this method that the interviewee‘s views and 
interpretations are only partially accessible through a semi-structured interview. 
Other methods would have been to study a piece or pieces of writing, such as a 
comparison of recent and early sermons, or to solicit third party observational 
accounts of how the contributor operates in practice, and to analyse these for 
behavioural insights. There are practical and epistemological difficulties however 
with both these approaches.  
                                                 
24
 Jennifer Mason, Qualitative Researching (London: SAGE, 1996), p. 147, citing B.G. Glaser and 
A.L. Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory (Chicago: Aldine, 1967) 
25
 Ibid. 
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Epistemologically, therefore, I do not claim that my facts are in any strict sense 
objective or that they in fact exist apart from the process of generating the data. The 
data not only require interpretation to discern patterns and causal mechanisms, but in 
fundamental ways they have also been generated by my involvement in the 
investigation. In social science terms they have been in that respect contaminated, 
and I am implicated. On this strongly ‗interpretivist‘ view, my questions carried with 
them a whole set of assumptions and conceptual frameworks that, though they are in 
most cases easily shared by the interviewees, dictate the kind of answers given.
26
 
Another position is that it may be, according to Jennifer Mason, ―inappropriate to see 
social interaction as ‗bias‘ which can potentially be eradicated.‖
27
 
Therefore I do not believe that my involvement as interviewer invalidates the 
research findings, for I have tried to differentiate in my analysis between where data 
have been used illustratively and where they have been used constitutively.
28
 This 
depends in turn upon the data sample‘s representative quality, which I discuss below. 
Justification of the data set 
Here I will discuss how this survey came about and in particular why these 
participants were chosen. In conversation with my then colleague David Wilkinson,
29
 
I learned there was a Methodist church of which he had been minister, and at which 
over a short period of time there had been an unusually high number of people 
offering themselves for preaching training and/or as candidates for the Methodist 
ministry. I decided to interview him, in order to lay the groundwork for potential 
survey of some of these people if they could still be traced. In the interview he 
described the context and kind of preaching community that was in various ways 
influencing the students and other young people who were attending the church or 
involved in the associated Methodist chaplaincy at Liverpool University at that time. 
Over a very few years a dozen or more people from one church were either starting 
to preach, actively considering preaching ministries, or preparing for leadership that 
involved preaching. These numbers were far more typical of an entire circuit of 
churches rather than one church on its own. Moreover the age of those offering 
themselves for preaching and leading worship was considerably lower than the 
average age of local preachers, as several of the interview participants pointed out. 
                                                 
26
 Ibid., p. 142. 
27
 Ibid., p. 40. 
28
 Ibid., p. 143. 
29
 Dr Wilkinson was Associate Director at the Centre for Christian Communication, as well as Fellow 
in Christian Apologetics at St John‘s College, Durham from 1999 – 2004. 
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This remarkable development was also reported in a large article in the British 
weekly church press at that time.
30
 
The fact of this unusual level of vocational aspiration may be grounds for criticism of 
the research that this is not a representative sample of the larger population of all 
those who train as preachers in the Methodist Church. Might it be that I have in fact 
used ―extreme case samples‖ for this part of my research?
31
 To a certain extent this is 
true. Most were in their twenties at the time of their calling, whereas the average age 
of Local Preachers was and still is much, much higher. In most other respects it is not 
possible to determine how representative these individuals may be of a larger pool of 
people who are actively developing their gifts or pursuing a preaching ministry. 
Certainly there is reason to be suspicious of the possible ways in which several 
individuals‘ vocation or sense of calling may have contributed to and been 
influenced by a peer group enthusiasm. They may also be influenced by discourse 
that implicitly or even explicitly privileged the ‗up-front‘ minister and made that 
position worthy of emulation or aspiration. Wilkinson and others in leadership at the 
time were aware of this. In interview he said: 
One of the things that we often try to resist was that preaching 
was the only form of ministry that these young people could get 
involved in… So we were probably harder with some people in 
terms of their call than other churches would have been.
32
  
This does not completely ameliorate the problem, which can mean that the results 
drawn from studying such a group are not generalisable, that is, applicable to a larger 
group.  
In response I would argue that what I am studying has elements of a ‗flower 
hothouse‘ for the evident atmosphere of spiritual fervour that produced this 
disproportionate amount of individuals hearing or testing a call to preach. A hothouse 
culture can produce accelerated growth in plants and therefore there are benefits to 
the scientist studying growth factors, chiefly in the magnification of items more 
difficult to discern ‗in the wild‘. Similarly in this study I have sought to identify 
formative factors in these preachers‘ developmental trajectories – factors that can be 
seen ‗in the wild‘ but usually less dramatically and far less easily analysed. These 
factors will of course be located in the other two field studies in the thesis. I believe 
                                                 
30
 As told to me by Dr Wilkinson and other participants interviewed for this research.  
31
 As discussed in Robson, Real World Research,  p. 266. 
32
 David Wilkinson subject interview 19
th
 July 2006. 
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that the advantages to this approach outweigh the potential ‗non-repeatability‘ of the 
data.  
In conclusion, this data set has an opportunistic aspect of its inclusion in this 
research, but it was chosen particularly for the potential it promised to identify 
features common to learning in communities of practice and through legitimate 
peripheral participation.  
Categories of reflective learning analysed in the discourse 
As has been discussed, the interview process is capable of generating data, but not 
without considerable and inextricable involvement of the interviewer. The questions 
asked of the participants, the topics raised, and the language used to raise those 
topics are all responsible not only for direction of the interview but also for the kind 
of discourse that is then being used as data. This is a feature of semi-structured 
interviewing, but need not compromise the research, as I have argued earlier in this 
chapter. A schedule of questions for the interviews may be found in Appendix 4.4. 
For qualitative analysis I used NVivo textual analysis software, as employed for the 
second field study. The main categories for coding the interview material were as 
follows: ‗peer group influence‘ refers to the effect of others who were at a similar 
level in their development as preachers or ministers, especially in areas of 
encouragement, practical help, competition and contribution to the vocational 
certainty and early learning. A separate but related category was the effect of ‗peers 
as models for learning,‘ although as will be seen this figured far less often. The 
second major area participants talked about was the effect of a role model or role 
models, as discussed in chapter 3.  A sub-category to role models in my research, and 
an attempt to analyse this with a separate coding variable, is the effect of ‗practice 
models.‘ This refers to possible influence on the particular ways in which the 
respondent preaches and prepares and delivers a sermon based on their observation 
of others, regardless of whether those others were mentors, peers, or admired from 
afar.  
The fourth category of analysis was ‗mentoring‘, referring to specific relationships of 
coaching, usually accompanied by a formal or informal arrangement to give from a 
position of greater experience and authority advice, instruction, and formative 
evaluation to the student. Again, this draws on the theoretical discussion, and to an 
extent informed the discussion on mentors in chapter 4. Mentoring in practice seems 
to almost always include feedback on performance, but ‗feedback‘ was the subject of 
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separate coding for analysis. Evidence of ‗self-reflection on learning and practice‘ 
was indexed, although it should be noted that I never asked a direct question about 
the participants‘ disposition or ability to analyse their own practice. Instead self-
reflection was identified in discourse displaying this quality of an analysis of past 
practice and the practice-reflection learning cycle as discussed in the section on 
Experiential Learning in chapter 2.  ‗Sermon understanding,‘ where the subject talks 
about what they believe to be the aim, content or theology of preaching, was the final 
major area of indexing for content analysis.  
There were minor areas of discourse that were smaller when measured by volume but 
still contained and indicated significant topics or trends. These areas included: 
‗learning process,‘ where the interviewee gives a good description of formative or 
developmental factors; ‗formal instruction,‘ including courses, conferences; and as a 
sub-section to the latter, ‗reading books on homiletics.‘ A hugely important aspect of 
learning, ‗learning through practice,‘ was hardly ever directly talked about, but I 
believe that may be precisely because it was tacitly assumed by participants as well 
as by me when conducting the interviews as being too obvious to mention compared 
with the more subtle learning influences I was investigating.  
Neither was the concept of a ‗community of practice‘ as defined and discussed in 
chapter 4 explicitly named or discussed as such by either interviewer or participants. 
I reasoned that discourse about the existence of such communities could be discerned 
from other ways of talking about it, and therefore community of practice was 
indexed where an interpretation of the answer could be argued as indicating a 
dynamic that matched the community of practice theory.
33
 
It became apparent during the interviews that the effect of models according to their 
gender was important for some of the women interviewees, along with the perceived 
relevance of the theological position of a role model or mentor. Although these are 
significant areas worthy of research, the data collected in this field study do not bear 
a great deal of analysis, and the subject will have to await the attention of another 
research project.  
Research ethics 
In line with the research ethics guidelines and agreements for this project, the 
identities of all contributors (with the exception of Dr Wilkinson, who has given his 
permission explicitly) have been hidden where not expressly permitted by the 
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 Or as a cluster of related ideas as it appears in ch. 4. 
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contributor, along with the identities of any colleagues or peers referred to in the 
interviews.
34
 See Appendix 4.2 for a list of participants by age, gender and ministry 
experience. 
Further details about the interview process, the schedule of questions, the Participant 
Explanation Form and an example of the contributors‘ Consent Forms may be found 
in the Appendices. I discuss my analysis of Field Study 3 and present my findings in 
chapter 8 of this thesis. 
Conclusion 
This overview of research methodologies concludes the theoretical chapters of my 
thesis and introduces the empirical work. I have argued that using two research 
methods and three data sets gives a form of triangulation that validates my analyses 
and strengthens my conclusions. This is helpful, given the possibilities of 
contaminating demand characteristics that might introduce flaws in the analysis of a 
single data set. In the next chapter I will begin my analysis and discussion of the first 
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 See Appendix 1 for a copy of the New College Research Ethics Committee ‗Ethics (Self) 
Assessment Form.‘  
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Chapter 6 
Field Study 1: Church of Scotland Ministers 
Introduction 
In this the first of my three field studies, I explore and analyse the results of a 
quantitative survey of ordained ministers in the Church of Scotland, carried out in 
November 2007. In the questionnaire I sought to elicit answers that would point to 
trends in their conceptions of learning preaching. I looked for self-reflection on 
preachers‘ development in the early years of their ministry, on their training for 
ministry, and on the formative influences they may have had as their vocation was 
being developed, and even before.  
In my analysis I chiefly examine the responses of ministers more recently ordained 
as opposed to more senior (in experience of preaching) ministers. I find some 
differences in approach, practice and experience between male and female ministers 
and this represents a significant area calling for further research. I also identify the 
preferences that respondents had for the educational methods commonly made 
available to them during and after their training for ministry. In the course of this I 
identify a common psychological factor that would seem to provide the kind of 
intrinsic motivation vital for successful and efficient adult learning, and that can be 
related to the theological standpoint of the preachers surveyed. I examine attitudes to 
role mentors and mentors, as well as to various kinds of training in preaching both 
experienced in the course of ordination training and as prospectively valued for 
future development in preaching.  
Analysis 
As I have noted in earlier chapters, motivation to learn is fundamental to developing 
sound pedagogical / andragogical principles for adult learning. Extrinsic motivations, 
for example a strong need to achieve high scores in an examination, are associated 
with ‗surface‘ learning while intrinsic motivations – connected with perceived 
immediate practical application or usefulness, with whether there is a sense of 
respect accorded to the learner, and with how the learning contributes to the learner‘s 
deeply held world views and sense of identity – commonly lead to or enable ‗deep‘ 
learning. A theological interpretation of these factors should enable us to work with 
the phenomenological realities of learning without engaging in a psychological 
reductionism that makes theology redundant for all practical purposes. For instance, 
as we shall see when considering the qualitative data in chapters 7 and 8, the 
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vocation to preach is considered to be felt internally but to originate externally, as the 
minister‘s sense of God calling, drawing forward, or giving confidence. This, crudely 
expressed, is the basis for taking vocation or a call to preach as a fundamental and 
intrinsic incentive to learn.  
Certainly there is no doubt that the respondents to this survey value the activity and 
ministry of preaching in their ministry.
1
 Within the original sample (n=180) there is 
an extremely high degree of affirmation of preaching. This is seen as part of each 
respondent‘s personal calling and sense of significance. 89% of the sample either 
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: 
Preaching has always formed a significant part of my vocation. 
Preaching is also affirmed in its importance in their local church and in the wider 
denomination they serve. When asked about the importance of preaching to the 
Sunday service of worship, 86.4% agreed that it was ―Foundational‖ or ―Very 
Important.‖  Only 6% agreed that preaching was for them ―On a par with other 
ministries‖ and there were no respondents who agreed that preaching was ―Less 
important.‖ (One may wish however to note that there were 14 missing responses 
(7.6% of total responses) for this question. A convincing interpretation of this is 
difficult.)  
Similarly, over 97% of the respondents said that they preached either weekly (53%) 
or more than once per week (45%). Clearly our sample is composed of those who are 
professionally engaged with preaching in the most committed ways. 
Amongst those more recently ordained (n=90) this is somewhat less often the case. 
This led me to consider whether it was possible to identify a factor that reflected the 
commitment of the respondent to preaching in their ministry, in order to examine this 
as a motivation to learning. I used a procedure in the SPSS software called Factor 
Analysis and ran the procedure across all of the variables. I suspected that five or six 
of my variables would correlate or could be connected. I wondered if, taken together, 
they would work as a gauge of a respondent‘s attitude towards preaching, or in other 
words, if there would exist a tendency for respondents with high scores in one 
variable to show similarly high scores in other variables expressing an attitude or 
inclination to the ministry of preaching. The Principle Component Analysis 
                                                 
1
 In Appendix 2.6, on the methodology of this survey, I consider the significance of this high level of 
interest in terms of its statistical significance upon the demand characteristics of the questionnaire. 
The survey was titled ―Learning Preaching Survey‖ and it must be recognised that those completing 
the survey may well have had a higher interest in preaching than those who declined to participate.  
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compares all possible correlations between all variables and identifies those variables 
that could contribute to such a factor. The factor analysis thus lent weight to my 
thesis that these are statistically important. I have termed this factor the Positive 
Preaching Attitude (hereafter PPA), as a result of its clear derivation from 
correlations between six variables from the survey. These variables were derived 
from questions asking agreement / disagreement on a Likert Scale with the following 
statements:  
The ordained ministers whom I most admired were notable for 
their preaching. 
Preaching has always formed a significant part of my vocation. 
When I looked forward to ordained ministry in the church, I saw 
myself first and foremost as a preacher. 
From Question 19 (ranking personal ministerial priorities) I identified the ranking 
given to: 
Ministry of the Word, including preaching. 
From Question 20, ―Please indicate how important you believe preaching to be,‖ I 
elicited the degree of importance attached to preaching: 
…within the Sunday Service 
…in the totality of ministry within your church.  
One additional variable, the respondent‘s Average Length of Sermon correlated 
significantly with this factor
2
 or in other words tended to be longer in proportion to 
the level of PPA. As this not entirely unexpected correlation is clearly of the order of 
an effect rather than a cause, I have not included it in the calculations for the PPA, 
especially as it is likely to be skewed in some cases by local practice. Additionally, 
the reader should please note that I do not assume that longer preaching is better 
preaching. When theological standpoint and understanding of preaching is 
considered, length of preaching might become significant as it relates to, for instance, 
a view of preaching as teaching. 
The distribution of this factor among the respondents may be appreciated from the 
diagram in Fig 6.1. These graphs show the number of cases exhibiting different 
levels of the PPA factor for each gender, along with a line representing a normal 
distribution. 
                                                 
2
 A Pearson Correlation of .497, significant at the .01 level. 
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 Figure 6-1 
In these graphs we see that the PPA factor is distributed fairly normally among 
female respondents, but that male ministers show a higher level of the PPA factor as 
a group, with a greater number exhibiting an extremely high factor, and only three 
male respondents showing a low factor, compared with seven female respondents. If 
this PPA factor among the sample is instrumental in learning to preach, or can be 
demonstrated to correlate with ways in which respondents have learned to preach, 
then a significant area of further research could lie in looking at views of preaching 
in female ministers and the educational methods that are offered to them in 
preaching.  
I began to use the PPA Factor as an indicator of the degree of importance attached by 
each respondent to preaching as a personal expression of their ministry. I sought to 
analyse it with respect to other educational aspects of their formation as a preacher to 
determine whether there were significant correlations, and whether or not it may 
justifiably be considered part of the preachers‘ motivational approaches. For 
instance, if there are preachers who exhibit a high level of the PPA factor who 
6.005.004.003.002.001.000.00
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nevertheless show no particular appreciation of or desire for active learning, it would 
be reasonable to conclude that such preachers see the responsibility for growing as a 
preacher to lie outside themselves, perhaps granted by God and/or gained through 
experience. To investigate this, the PPA factor was analysed with the variables 
representing the value placed on different forms of learning, both those in the past 
and prospective options for future study. Before looking at this, I will consider 
whether there are theological approaches to preaching that also bear on this factor. 
Metaphors for preaching 
The survey attempted to identify respondents‘ present understandings of preaching 
by presenting them with a series of expanded metaphors for the ministry, deriving 




Question 21 of the questionnaire 
reads:  
Please indicate your degree of agreement or disagreement with 
the following statements / metaphors for the preacher‘s role or 
activity in the Church as they apply to your ministry. 
 
The metaphors Expositor, Parent, Guardian, Guide, Prophet, Herald, CEO (for chief 
executive officer), Jester, and Teacher were presented with short explanations of 
what might be included in the concept.
4
 The choices given for consideration of each 
metaphor were: Foundational for preaching, Strongly agree, Agree, Neither agree nor 
disagree, Disagree.
5
 The metaphors as ranked by the whole sample are presented in 
Table 6.1. Each metaphor is followed by a number which is the mean of the all the 
evaluations given, when ―Foundational‖ = 5, ―Disagree‖ = 1, and so on. 
                                                 
3
 P. 20-21. 
4
 It was important in this, as in other lists in the questionnaire, that the order of presentation of the 
metaphors should not influence the respondent‘s consideration. To guard against this influence of the 
data, the options were automatically randomised in the electronic versions presented to respondents as 
they logged in to Survey Monkey and completed the questionnaire. 
5
 This variation of a Likert scale was made following the pilot surveys which indicated by the 
distribution of the responses that degrees of disagreement were not as significant as degrees of 
agreement. A large proportion of the answers were positive or neutral towards all of the terms 
suggested. 
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Ranking Metaphor Mean 
1 Educator 4.1  
2 Expositor 3.6  
3 Prophet 3.6  
4 Herald 3.5 
5 Parent 3.4  
6 Guide 3.3  
7 Guardian 3.1 
8 CEO 2.8 
9 Jester 2.7 
Table 6.1  
The ranking here is from the whole sample (n=180); the ranking produced by the 
more recently ordained preachers (n=90) is very similar, except that Prophet is no. 2 
and Expositor is no. 3. In any case they are almost tied. Education, in the sense of 
helping listeners to understand and apply Christian principles, is a fairly 
uncontroversial view of the aim of preaching, and the metaphor Educator not only 
received the highest rating, but did so with the least disagreement between the cases.
6
  
Expositor, the second most popular, was here expanded as ―teaching and explaining 
systematically from Scripture‖ and thus carries with it a considerable weight of 
conservative evangelical theology of preaching.
7
 At the bottom of the scale, Jester 
and CEO are practically outliers in this respect, but in their inclusion in this list I 
attempted to reflect aspects of preaching not infrequently discussed in contemporary 
literature of homiletics. While the mean of the responses for each these two was very 
low, the range of responses as indicated by the Standard Deviation figure was the 
greatest, indicating that they were understood and strongly affirmed by some, even 
while others disagreed. The only other metaphor that came close to having such a 
wide deviation of response was Herald. 
More useful for developing understanding of how preaching is learned is to try to 
identify theological standpoints in our sample, and this was the chief aim of this 
section of the questionnaire.
8
 Were there metaphors which were correlated, or tended 
to go together in some cases but not in others? If so, could a common theological 
                                                 
6
 As indicated by a low Standard Deviation of .742. 
7
 The fact that more recently ordained preachers favoured Prophet over Expositor may be an 
indication of a greater concern for the church‘s engagement with the structures and events of civil 
society. I would also suggest that this comes from a theological standpoint energised and validated 
less by Scripture than by other means of Christian direction such as tradition, reason, or the concerns 
of the laity. To establish this reliably would require further research, probably by qualitative methods. 
8
 As I indicated in my Introduction, it is possible to locate the Herald, Guardian and Expositor 
metaphors on a theological spectrum. What these metaphors share homiletically is a concern with: 1) 
Scripture as the Word of God to his people, and expressly testifying to the person and work of Christ; 
2) Christian doctrine as being teachable, desirable for orthodoxy and requiring guarding; 3) The 
teaching and expounding of conceptual truth, even while testifying to the living Jesus Christ. 
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theme or thread be discerned in the clusters? For example, did those who viewed the 
preacher as Herald also view her/him as a Guardian or Steward of doctrine?  
In fact Herald, Guardian, Parent and Expositor clustered together very strongly.
9
 In 
other words views of preaching as proclamation and the teaching of revealed, 
scripturally based truth coincided with ―nurturing and protecting those for whom you 
have pastoral responsibility.‖ The content of the teaching has a relationship to the 
lives as lived, as well as the beliefs and knowledge of the listeners. It would take a 
further level of analysis to check that this traditional view of the minister‘s pastoral 
responsibility was possibly being affirmed somewhat instinctively by the ministers 
responding to the survey, rather than giving a measure of their view that preaching 
should be part of this pastoral work. Taking the answer at face value would at least 
underline a belief that pastoral work depends on scriptural and doctrinal foundations 
that in turn depend on faithful preaching for a congregation to benefit.  
Secondly, Educator/Teacher and Parent cluster together fairly strongly. It is easy to 
see how explaining and helping listeners to understand and apply Christian principles 
could be allied with a parental view of preaching as encouraging and correcting, 
nurturing and protecting. It is the practical application of the Christian faith, rooted in 
doctrine and concerned with how the listeners understand their faith as they work it 
out in their lives. 
Finally, it is worth observing that a high approval of CEO and Jester
10
 were often 
found in the same cases (although, as the ranking indicates, those cases favouring 
them were fewer). Superficially, these two metaphors do not have a clear connection 
as ideas. On the contrary, one thinks of the traditional Shakespearean antithesis 
between the King and his Fool. Here the vanities and hubris of power are challenged 
and punctured by the insight of the outsider, the one who has no power, but who does 
have permission to entertain and to jest in the courts of power. Some preachers 
would seem to recognise their CEO-like leadership responsibilities and the unique 
opportunities that preaching gives for fulfilling those responsibilities. Some of the 
same may also recognise the rather absolute power that the listeners have when it 
comes to hearing and receiving a message. In other words, preachers know that 
narrow attitudes and comfortable prejudices are not easily countered by accusatory 
and confrontational rhetoric. One interpretation of this finding is that there are 
                                                 
9
 These showed Principal Component Analysis scores of .758, .725, .685 and .675, as the first 
component. 
10
 CEO and Jester showed Principal Component Analysis scores (as the second component) of .715 
and .718. 
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preachers who appreciate and would adopt the role of the jester who goads, irritates 
or probes in order to find a way past the resistance of a congregation.   
I was surprised that there were not more correlations to be found between the 
metaphors of Parent and Guide / Witness, since I had expected that many younger 
ministers who viewed preaching as a form of nurturing and protecting would also 
relate to the metaphor of guiding as a shepherd guides a flock. A closer examination 
of the way the question was presented, however, indicates to me that there were too 
many potentially quite different understandings of parenting incorporated in the 
explanation. Not only nurturing and protecting, but also correcting and encouraging 
could have easily engendered a large number of responses from those with 
fundamentally different approaches to preaching in other respects. Also, on reflection 
it might have been advisable to distinguish between ‗guide‘ and ‗witness‘ by 
presenting them as separate metaphors. ‗Guide‘ may carry with it for many minsters 
the sense of leadership that is not conveyed by ‗witness‘, whereas ‗witness‘ brings in 
the sense of personal testimony and speaking from experience.  
Do some of the theologically-oriented metaphors for the person and activity of the 
preacher have any correlation with the range of positive attitudes to preaching seen in 
our sample? The strongest correlation of the PPA factor is with Expositor, and it is 
quite striking. With a higher PPA factor there is a marked preference for preaching as 
exposition, in other words for teaching and explaining systematically from scripture. 
Typical of this high correlation, one such respondent commented, 
The preaching and application of God's Word is central to 
bringing others to personal faith and to helping them grow as 
Christians. Without a proper grasp of the Bible and its 
application, there cannot be a proper living. Just as children need 
the right food and direction to develop into mature adults, so too 
do believers in a spiritual and practical manner.
11
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
Valuing preaching highly is also to be found in those who see the preacher as Herald, 
and to a somewhat lesser extent in those who see the preacher as Guardian. 
Remember that Guardian was expanded as ―Steward, preserver of truth of doctrine 
and expounding it faithfully.‖ The conclusion that we can draw from our survey is 
that among these more recently ordained ministers, a ‗high‘ view of preaching tends 
to be held by those with evangelical and traditionally conservative views of the ways 
that preaching is or should be oriented around scripture and orthodoxy and their 
application to the life of the believer. 
                                                 
11
 Male respondent, age 43. 
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Does this play out in practice? One indication that it does may be seen in the 
following example. It seems that a dedication to certain modes of preaching is 
interestingly linked to sermon length. Significant correlations are seen between 
preaching longer sermons and the view of the preacher as Expositor, Guardian and 
Herald, correlations that are largely missing from other views of the preaching 
ministry. Looking at the view of the preacher as Herald and the average length of 
sermon shows that of those whose sermons are customarily between 20 and 40 
minutes, 18.6% Agree, 32.6% Strongly Agree, and 44.2% call Herald ―Foundational 
for Preaching.‖ We have already seen that those with a high PPA factor tend to 
preach longer sermons, and that the PPA factor correlates quite strongly with Herald 
as a view of preaching, so this might not be unexpected. The result does however 
underline the fact that these attitudes do have a correlation with what happens ‗in the 
field.‘ 
What is of interest to this study is not particularly whether Heralds and Expositors 
preach longer, but whether their educational preferences and learning styles differ 
from those of others less committed to this and related metaphors for the preacher. 
This I will consider next.  
Educational Preferences 
One area of the questionnaire probed the respondents‘ appreciation for the relatively 
recent educational activities afforded them during ordination training. Educational 
influences during ministry training were considered in Question 14, which asked:  
How would you rate the following factors or experiences during 
ministry training on your formation as a preacher? 
The methods most appreciated were: 1) Giving a sermon in placement church with 
feedback, 2) Giving a sermon followed by tutor or mentor feedback, and 3) Video or 
audio recording of own preaching. These were followed by ‗voice and public 
speaking training,‘ and ‗giving a sermon followed by peer feedback.‘ It is evident 
that the top five most appreciated educational methods all have a practical element to 
them. The respondents are affirming learning through doing, and through studying 
and practising the mechanics of preaching. There is also a strong element of 
reflection on practice that is present in four out of these five, either in the form of 
feedback from others or from audio-visual playback.   
Those least appreciated – indeed active dislike is significantly represented in the 
responses – were: 1) lectures on theology of preaching and 2) lectures on practice 
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(the "how to") of preaching.
12
 This seems consistent with theories of adult education 
which note the distinct preferences of adult learners for problem-based methods of 
learning over theoretical approaches. It may also point to an under-representation 
among younger ministers with a preference for analytical modes of learning as was 
discussed in chapter 2. Further research comparing this and similar findings with the 
research of Leslie Francis et al. into learning and personality type would seem 
promising. 
Receiving feedback on preaching at one‘s placement church was not only the most 
highly rated for helpfulness, but it was also the most common experience. The 
system which affords practice and reflection on practice occasioned by feedback is 
doing something right by its ministers. The second most common experience of 
ministers was voice and public speaking training, which interestingly received a high 
number of both positive and negative approval ratings. Since, in my experience, it is 
extremely rare for ministers to seek voice training independently, the Church of 
Scotland training for candidates seems to be providing this as a matter of course at 
some stage for most candidates. The very mixed experience suggests either that some 
candidates do not perceive such work as necessary and helpful, or else that the 
provision is not of high enough standard to impress the candidate. More research is 
needed to determine the efficacy of voice and public speaking training for ministerial 
candidates, but this single statistic suggests that the provision needs to be studied. 
Along the same lines, there are clearly some areas where institutional provision is not 
much appreciated by anyone. ‗Hearing staff and visiting preachers,‘ along with 
‗lectures on the theology and on the practice of preaching‘ were fairly regularly 
reported as negative influences. This was expressed forcefully by a comment made in 
response to this question area: 
The problem with training was that people who weren't preachers 
were put in charge of those who were called to be preachers.
13
 
A felt lack of positive role models may also be behind this sentiment. Conversely, 
peer feedback was deemed ―quite helpful‖ or better by a large percentage of those 
who experienced it, but again it should be noted that in practice it did not happen for 
40% of the respondents. 
                                                 
12
 Implications of the research for lecture-based ministerial training in theological colleges will be 
considered in the conclusion of this thesis. Again, it is important to remember that such lectures had 
been experienced by under two-thirds of the respondents. 
13
 Male respondent, age 42. 
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Interestingly, there are some strong correlations between the preferences for 
educational methods: ‗feedback from placement church‘ is very strongly correlated 
with ‗tutor feedback,‘ and both correlate with ‗learning by analysing examples.‘ The 
reflective practitioner will feel benefit from structures that allow or encourage the 
theological practice and reflection cycle, but of course not everyone is quite so well 
disposed to ‗learn from their mistakes.‘
14
 However, as we have noted, such 
educational method was experienced by quite a small proportion of the respondents 
(evaluated by only 38 out of 92).  
The most unexpected outcome was that when the PPA factor was analysed with these 
educational variables, there were in fact no strong correlations of any statistical 
significance with any of them. Based on my estimation of the way preaching is 
conceived by those who value preaching highly (as the metaphors of Herald, 
Guardian and Expositor indicate), I expected that conceptually-oriented teaching 
methods such as lecturing and reading assignments would be favoured, but this was 
not the case on this reading of the data received from this sample. It would seem that 
learning methods aligned with good adult educational practice are recognised as such 
by a large proportion of the respondents, regardless of their sense of vocation,  
commitment to preaching or theological position. 
Post-ordination influences 
Considering the influences on their preaching that respondents have had since 
ordination, there is more to be said about the PPA factor. Again, though, that 
experience is patchy. Fewer than a third had been on a short course on preaching 
since ordination. About one in six had taken a degree course. 55% had been on 
―conferences, seminars or workshops focussed on preaching‖ and these were 
considered either Quite Helpful or Very Helpful by 46% of the respondents (which 
therefore represents four out of five of those who had experience of them). In terms 
of expressed helpfulness, this was only exceeded by receiving feedback from the 
congregation about one‘s preaching, with 54% of those experiencing that finding it 
Quite Helpful, and a further 33% rating it Very Helpful, or a total of nearly 9 out of 
10 of those experiencing it. This seems to indicate that congregational feedback goes 
beyond the one-line, less than helpful ―Good sermon, thank you‖ delivered on the 
way out of church, and towards intentional formal or informal ways of involving the 
congregation in reflecting on the preaching event. 
                                                 
14
 See Kolb, Experiential Learning and Lamdin and Tilley, Supporting New Ministers, pp. 56-57. 
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Amongst those with a high PPA factor, the strongest correlation was with finding 
short courses on preaching helpful, although again there were small numbers (n=26) 
commenting on such courses. High correlations of the PPA factor were also found 
with conferences and workshops on preaching, and with reading books on preaching. 
We might suppose from this that more motivated preachers attend conferences, and 
believe that they gain from them to a greater extent than less motivated preachers. 
We might also consider that such motivation extends to reading books about 
preaching. In fact, independently of the PPA factor, where preachers have attended 
short courses, their positive attitude to courses correlates very strongly with the 
attitude to conferences, to reading books on preaching, and to a smaller extent 
finding feedback from peers helpful. This is not particularly revolutionary, but with 
the assumption that adult learners know what is best for them, it may provide useful 
guidance for those coordinating post-ordination training. This guidance may be 
further enhanced by considering what ministers considered important for their 
continuing professional development, to which I now turn.   
Continuing professional development 
Looking at the preferences for future study opportunities uncovered some even 
stronger positive correlations. Figure 6.2 shows the value respondents placed on 
subjects offered for future development or study. Some subjects are more susceptible 
to training and course work than others, but the list was as full as possible to invite 
respondents to consider carefully their understanding of themselves as preachers on a 
learning trajectory. 
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Figure 6.2  
The high scores for almost all of the subjects offered are an indication that the 
respondents agreed that these components of preaching
15
 were worthy of some kind 
of attention from them. It should be noted that it was possible to evaluate a subject 
(however important theoretically or at some other stage in life) as ―not a priority at 
this time.‖ In fact, very few subjects were considered not to be important for 
preaching by very many of the respondents. The ranking of this list may be useful to 
those responsible for planning programmes of continuing ministerial education.  
Of the subjects considered most important, the top four were: developing holiness 
and integrity, developing pastoral understanding of the people, biblical knowledge, 
and the process of discerning a message to preach from the biblical text. The first 
two of these one suspects are not susceptible to being taught, or even learned in any 
systematic fashion. Nevertheless they reflect important core beliefs about the nature 
of the preaching ministry. ―Developing pastoral understanding‖ suggests a strong 
sense of responsibility to the listening congregation, and it also suggests a desire to 
carry the diaconal (serving) and pastoral (leading and caring) responsibilities of the 
minister into the pulpit. For the second subject, one would blanch at the thought of a 
                                                 
15
 As suggested by the Questionnaire. 
Mean of responses: 
Present Study / Learning Preferences 
0 .5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0 
Preaching in other media 
Work with P.A. systems 
Study voice care 
Study voice projection 
Study systematics and doctrine for preaching 




Study sermon planning creativity 
Develop cultural interpretative skills 
Study discernment of message 
Study biblical knowledge 
Develop pastoral skills 
Develop holiness / integrity 
Subject 
Study use of visual aids 
    
Chapter 6: Church of Scotland Ministers 134  
course purporting to teach holiness or aiming to impart integrity, but again, they are 
considered by so much of the wisdom on preaching to be sine qua non that their 
affirmation here is re-assuring about the understanding of preaching currently at 
large in the Church of Scotland.  
The third most favoured topic represents a subject area that seems amenable to active 
study and traditional modes of teaching and learning.  The fourth subject can be 
developed to a limited degree through study, and usefully taught on a course, but 
even so, the ability to discern a message to preach is the kind of knowing-in-action
16
 
that I have discussed in chapter 4. The place in this ranking of the two biblically 
oriented subjects represents another affirmation by this sample of a traditional and 
core belief about preaching that its biblical connection is crucial to proper practice.  
Those respondents high on the scale of the PPA factor indicated somewhat different 
priorities. The four subjects correlating most strongly with this factor were: 
1. Ability to discern a message to preach from the biblical text  
2. Ability to argue apologetically in defence of the Christian faith 
3. Ability to communicate systematic theology / doctrine in the pulpit 
4. Develop holiness / integrity17 
By comparison, in the ranking provided by the whole survey sample (n=90), these 
four come in at, respectively, no. 4, no 9, no 12 and no 2. In other words only the 
ability to argue apologetically is put in the top three of training/development priority. 
In the former, high PPA group there is a distinct preference expressed here for 
subjects that have a high degree of association with the content of the Christian faith, 
its beliefs, its doctrines and its biblical witness. A concern for the truthfulness of the 
Christian faith is affirmed here, along of course with the recognition of the 
importance of personal spirituality to the preaching ministry. What this tells us is that 
in the present approach to learning preaching of those with a high PPA factor (and in 
common with the sample as a whole) the nature of the biblical foundation or basis for 
preaching is affirmed. Secondly, and more significantly, these are subjects with a 
high conceptual content. These are topics whose discourse is in the realm of doctrine, 
abstractions and logical argument. The interest in the ability to argue apologetically, 
for instance, correlates across the whole sample very strongly with interest in 
systematics and doctrine, biblical exegesis and biblical knowledge. No. 2 and no. 3 
are also marked by the emphasis on communication as an act of persuasion, closest 
                                                 
16
 See Schön, The Reflective Practitioner, p. 49ff. 
17
 These four demonstrate a correlation coefficient range of .294 to .260, significant to 0.01 level 
(n=92). 
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to the preaching metaphors of Herald, Guardian and Expositor. Rather by contrast, 
across the whole sample interest in developing interpretative understanding of 
culture correlates strongly with pastoral understanding and with storytelling, as well 
as with voice projection and voice care. Again it is worth stressing that it is not my 
principal purpose to compare or evaluate understandings of what is important in 
preaching, but to discover how learning communities of preachers undertake to gain 
proficiencies and understandings. 
None of these topics for what I have termed continuing professional development 
correlate significantly with gender in this study, so although the PPA factor has a 
degree of gender alignment towards males, this does not come out statistically in the 
views that ministers have about what would benefit their preaching. 
One conclusion is that those who score highly on the PPA factor have a present 
understanding and approach to preaching that is marked by a concern for biblical 
content, for conceptually-oriented process, and for proclamation and persuasion. 
Being about present attitudes, these particular factors do not tell us how ministers 
responding to our survey learned to preach, still less how preaching should be taught, 
but it may help us to interpret the PPA factor in our conclusion to this chapter, as we 
turn finally to looking at the earliest influences on preachers covered in our survey, 
that of role models and mentors. 
Role models and mentors 
I am considering these important aspects of learning last in this chapter in order to do 
so with the enhanced understanding gained through looking at educational 
preferences, post-ordination influences, attitudes to continuing professional 
development, and what I have termed the PPA factor arising from the data.  
The influence of role models on early development is of course particularly difficult 
to ascertain through a quantitative instrument such as this multiple choice 
questionnaire. What has served well to gauge reactions, preferences and attitudes 
across a large sample will struggle to ‗prove‘ the existence of factors that depend on 
fallible memory, are often coloured by emotion and have very little in the way of 
shared baseline. For instance, my unquestionable and deep admiration for the 
preaching of David Watson, and the profound changes in my life which took place as 
a result of hearing his preaching some 30 years ago, are (I judge) almost certainly 
linked with the way I now preach, but I cannot specify easily or precisely how or in 
what ways. Empirically valid connections would only be uncovered through 
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extended conversation or reflection and discourse analysis comparing my interview 
with those of others. (And it is precisely this kind of analysis that we will look at in 
the next field study.) 
Admiration and early influence of preaching 
Two questions attempted to gauge the importance to the respondents of preachers 
and preaching in the past. On a four-point Likert scale indicating Disagreement – 
Agreement they rated the following statements. 
I have heard preachers in my life whom I particularly admired 
and through whose preaching God has spoken to me. 
 The ordained ministers whom I most admired were notable for 
their preaching. 
98% Agreed or Strongly Agreed with the first statement, and within that the majority 
(59% of the valid sample) felt able to Strongly Agree. This is a challenging result 
when compared with the low view of preaching that is reflected in some of the 
literature, as I discussed in my Introduction.
18
 Certainly it does provide us with a 
strong link between the function or purpose of preaching as a channel or means of 
God‘s communication, and the personal attitude (in this case admiration) towards at 
least some of the preachers that the respondent has heard and remembered.  
The purpose of the second question was to elicit further the existence of admiration 
felt toward role models. Here there is still a very significant indication that the 
respondents in this sample were predisposed to receive significant models for their 
preaching ministry from preachers that they admired. Thus 76% Agreed or Strongly 
Agreed with this second statement, with over a quarter (28% of the valid sample) 
able to Strongly Agree with the statement.  
This was my first indicator of the importance of hearing other preachers in the 
formation of the ministers responding to the survey. It also seems to substantiate the 
link often affirmed in the literature of educational psychology between the effect of a 
role model and admiration felt or held towards that role model. 
The next set of questions attempted to draw out the patterning effect of preachers 
whom the respondents remembered hearing. Although the existence of admired 
preachers was beyond question, the patterning or modelling effect of those preachers 
is less clearly indicated. While 67% were able to Agree or Strongly Agree with the 
                                                 
18
 Here one is reminded of the challenging disparity between congregational views of  the preaching 
they heard and the views of their own preachers, uncovered by Mark Greene‘s research, in Greene, 
The Three-Eared Preacher. 
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statement that they have heard preachers on whose theology they have tended to 
model their own preaching, the number Strongly Agreeing with the statement was 
only 21%. A degree of acknowledged influence on style of preaching was admitted 
by only 50%, while having been given a template or pattern for their preaching was 
acknowledged by 52%. In each case scarcely 10% of respondents felt able to 
Strongly Agree that other preachers whom they had heard had given them models for 
preaching. I would observe that this may still mask the true extent of the effect of the 
model, but we must content ourselves with conscious rather than unconscious 
influences in a survey such as this.   
Some gender differences were to be seen here, with up to 6% of female ministers 
disagreeing with the statement that they had heard preachers in their life whom they 
particularly admired and through whom God had spoken to them. A more significant 
lack of positive role models is seen in the statistic that only 17% of women – as 
against 34% of men – felt able to Strongly Agree that the ordained ministers they 
most admired were notable for their preaching.
19
 By and large this is also reflected in 
a decreased tendency among female ministers to agree that they were modelling their 
style or pattern of preaching on preachers they had heard in their life, with a majority 
disagreeing or even strongly disagreeing with the statements. Interestingly, the 
women in the survey were fairly closely aligned with the men on their estimation of 
how the theology of their preaching has been modelled on preachers they had heard. 
Their relative willingness to see themselves as having departed from role models in 
style and pattern will be picked up in the review of the qualitative data based on 
interviews with ministers that I cover in chapter 8. 
Mentoring and the influence of mentors 
The next question in the survey sought to ascertain whether there was a significant 
amount of influence at the hands of mentors taking place before ordination training. 
52% of respondents ordained in the last 14 years reported some degree of direct 
involvement of a role model with their own preaching, and for virtually all of them 
this was a positive experience, half of whom were willing to call it ‗strongly 
positive‘, and half ‗fairly positive‘. No negative ratings for mentor influence were 
submitted at all.  
                                                 
19
 I believe that this calls for and should feed into further research, conducted longitudinally and 
focussing specifically on the existence of positive role models for women ministers, as it will be 
important to establish whether increasing numbers of women entering the ministry eventually become 
the positive role models for young women receiving a call in the future, and if so how that may be 
fostered. 
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There is indicated an overwhelming endorsement for the perceived effect of positive 
role models in a mentoring capacity. One qualifying observation is that admiration 
can cloud or distort the memory of just how helpful the mentor has been. It goes 
along with admiration to think positively about the object, and there might be a 
disinclination to make a negative estimation of the impact or helpfulness about an 
admired figure. However, some do clearly appreciate the specific value of a mentor 
or coach, and something of this value is conveyed by the following comment: 
The input of specific preachers has been of infinitely more value 
to me than training received because it has been relational and 
based on a common understanding of the unique place that a 
preaching ministry has in the life of the church.
20
 
The difference between a role model and a mentor is important to bear in mind. 
Some respondents appeared to interpret a role model as responsible for imprinting or 
furthering the adoption of similar procedure, style or theology. A mentor or coach 
was perceived as helping the individual ‗mentee‘ develop in some ways their own 
style. Thus:  
While I have 'role models', most have encouraged me to develop 
my own style - this has been very important to me.
21
 
Reflection on experiences during education and training produced a slightly greater 
frequency of mentoring experience: 66% of those more recently ordained (vs. 60% of 
those preaching 14 years or more) reported having someone who had mentored, 
coached or directly and personally evaluated them on their preaching. Their 
experiences, though more mixed than the experience of role models (perhaps 
showing a reduction of the admiration effect seen in having role models who were 




There was in addition a strong correlation between an early role model‘s influence as 
a mentor and an education mentor‘s influence.
23
 In other words those who thought 
that they benefited from the mentoring of a role model tended also to benefit later 
from mentoring provided in ordination training. As it is difficult to see how in 
practice the same person might serve in both guises for a developing preacher, the 
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 Male respondent, age 38.    
21
 Female respondent, age 43.    
22
 Of the 63 with experience of role models, 6 were negative or strongly negative, 10 were neutral, 31 
were fairly positive, and 14 called it a strongly positive influence, with 2 responses missing. 
23
 Non-parametric correlations test indicated a strong positive association of .459 significant at the .01 
level.  
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most likely explanation is that receptivity to mentoring is an important factor to a 
positive mentoring experience, and that may contribute as much to the experience as 
the quality of the mentoring. Here is an area for further research that could be 
grounded in the kinds of personality profiling and learning style differences 
highlighted in chapter 2. 
Certainly positive experience of mentoring was recognised. The value of an effective 
mentor in the minister who is supervising a placement is typified by the following 
comment:  
The Senior Minister under whom I trained in my probationary 
period was himself well trained as a Trainer and the Church 




Implications for best practice in developing preachers will be taken up in the final 
chapter of this thesis. 
I was surprised to find that there were no significant correlations detected between 
the experiences of mentoring (either from role models or in education) and the PPA 
factor. The preachers‘ present view of preaching was not associated particularly with 
an experience, positive or otherwise, of having a mentor before or during ordination. 
Neither did the age of the respondent or the length of their preaching experience 
relate to their experience of mentoring.  
Gender and mentoring 
Of those with 14 or fewer years‘ preaching experience since being ordained, women 
reported a considerably higher incidence than men of experiencing an educational 
mentor / coach: 78% (n=28) of women as against 60% (n=35) of men reported 
having had experience of mentoring during formative education. Their evaluation of 
those experiences were more affirmative, 83% reporting it as either Fairly positive 
(54%) or Strongly positive (29%). Men were more critical: 15% (representing 5 
cases) were slightly or strongly negative, 17.6% were Neutral, 47% were Fairly 
positive and only 18% Strongly positive.
25
 Clearly there are significant differences 
between the experiences of women and men in this survey, and further research, 
building on social and psychological studies in the secular business world, should 
attempt to confirm, for instance, whether there are gender-related tendencies to 
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 Male respondent, age 55.    
25
 The correlation between ‗gender‘ and ‗influence of an education mentor‘ expresses this in another 
way – a significant correlation coefficient of .323 between being a woman and being able to report 
positive influence from mentor / coach. 
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benefit from such ways of learning or whether the comparative newness to ministry, 
and the lack of female role models and mentors has affected the historical 
experiences of the women in this sample.  
Conclusion 
Development as a preacher, particularly for those who were ordained in the last 
fifteen years, does not apparently proceed along regular trajectories. Mentors are a 
highly positive influence for those who had experienced coaching and oversight from 
such a figure, especially when that figure had been a role model prior to ordination. 
However, fewer than 60% of preachers surveyed here said they had had a mentor. 
Women were more likely than men to report positive experiences of mentoring, and 
this calls for further research. Mentoring within the formal educational structures was 
less common than mentoring happening earlier along with the influence of role 
models. It was also less universally appreciated, and it would seem to be that 
mentoring during training lacks either an affective element, such as may be expected 
with the presence of admired role models, or it lacks a pedagogical element, owing 
perhaps to the higher prominence within the younger student‘s experience of 
dedicated mentoring for preaching. These are speculations, however, and there is 
potential for further research in this area as well.  
Practice followed by feedback is far more commonly enjoyed and positively 
experienced, and this is a significant example of the clear preference expressed for 
learning through reflection on practice. Reading and in-class analysis of examples 
were in a second tier of preferred learning approaches, while developing theoretical 
understanding or knowledge through lectures was least appreciated. However there 
were significantly fewer experiences of these theory-oriented ways of developing as 
a preacher, no doubt reflecting the generally non-course-based approach to 
developing preaching in the Church of Scotland in the last 15 years. 
A positive attitude to preaching (the PPA factor) as reflected in a personal sense of 
vocation and the estimation of preaching‘s importance in their own ministries and in 
the life of the church is not evenly shared by the sample. The set of male respondents 
contained in their midst a group of extremely enthusiastic preachers, but this 
distribution was not mirrored in the set of female respondents. The male group as a 
whole averaged a higher PPA factor. A strong PPA factor is closely correlated with a 
theological understanding of preaching as proclamation, as educative, and as being 
primarily concerned with guarding doctrinal truth and its biblical basis. These 
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theologically conservative preachers seem most likely to seek training that will 
pedagogically strengthen their doctrinal and biblically-derived understandings and 
that will improve their ability to communicate these understandings didactically to 
their congregations. However, and surprisingly, such a strongly positive attitude to 
preaching does not seem tied to any other form of past learning that the respondents 
were asked to evaluate.  
The serving ministers of the Church of Scotland who participated in this survey have 
shown that preaching is an important part of their ministry. This is seen in their high 
level of participation, the great number of helpful additional comments made, and the 
ranking given to preaching compared with other activities and responsibilities. They 
have been prepared to reflect carefully and fully in my survey on their development 
as preachers. However it is not apparently the case that there is anything like a 
uniform path for their development, agreed professional competencies, or 
standardised training offered to them in their ministerial formation. We shall 
consider the implications for learning preaching, for institutions and for individual 
adult learners taking responsibility for their own development, in the final chapter of 
this thesis.  
It is also important to recognise the limitations of quantitative research when 
investigating affective responses, effects estimated over time, and attitudes towards 
past events. This survey by multiple choice questionnaire has been limited in what it 
can delineate in the progress of adult learners who are developing in an activity as 
complex as preaching, although many trends and attitudes are clearly discernable.  
The concept of community of practice does not figure specifically and by name in 
the analysis of the data of this field study. Instead the analysis seems to support the 
existence of, and positive value accorded to several social forms of learning. Taken 
together these indicate that to a limited extent it is possible say that situated learning 
is taking place within communities of practice. These communities are comprised of 
less experienced practitioners in loose pedagogical and imitative relationship with 
more experienced preachers and with their congregational listeners. The participation 
of these preachers is both legitimate and peripheral, for the acquisition of full status 
only happens at a later stage in their development as preachers. The next two 
chapters will look at qualitative data to further examine this model of learning, 
analysing the words and thoughts of preachers themselves, before conclusions are 
drawn from the quantitative results of the field study in this chapter.  
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Chapter 7 
Field Study 2: Preachers’ Autobiographical Essays 
Introduction 
In this chapter I analyse the discourse of fifteen preachers writing for Pulpit 
Journeys, a book that I edited in 2004-2005. I am looking for evidence of the kinds 
of learning experience that I examined from a theoretical perspective in chapters 2, 3 
and 4. The discourse of vocation or calling to preach is well represented, and 
indicates a ground for learning motivation that must not be underestimated when 
considering preaching development as adult learning.
1
 Such a motivation is 
optimised when accompanied by a high level of self-reflection in learning as well as 
an openness to instruction from mentors and to the conscious or unconscious 
imitation of role models. Few preachers wrote here of positive experiences of 
institutional training, but many recognised the way they had been shaped by the 
practices in the church in which they grew up as Christians. These are arguably 
diluted forms of situated learning within communities of practice, and support a 
primary argument of my thesis, that such social learning theory can contribute to the 
ways that the church calls and brings on its preaching ministers.    
Categories of learning experience 
Self-reflection 
A search for self-reflection in learning per se produced a very small number of 
explicit references. These were Mike Breen‘s ―I have discovered story as the 
principle method of conveying the message,‖ Roger Forster‘s admission that he was 
unwittingly reproducing some of the ideas of C. S. Lewis and Anthony Reddie‘s 
realisation that his storytelling elders were imprinting on him certain patterns and an 
ethos. Reddie‘s appreciation of the discontinuity between his earlier shyness and 
present ―wordiness‖ is evidence of self-reflection in learning. Seldom does a 
coherent picture emerge from any writer of particular stages of his/her development 
as a preacher, although many relate stories of early experiences. It may be argued 
that through the enterprise of writing for the book all the authors demonstrate most 
substantially and convincingly a high degree of self-reflection in learning.  
                                                 
1
 I discuss the theology of vocation or calling to preach more fully at the beginning of ch. 8, where it 
is particularly pertinent to the discourse of Methodist preachers. 
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Encouragement and feedback 
Very few words were written on the areas of encouragement and feedback on 
preaching. Only one writer wrote specifically about the importance to a preacher‘s 
development of the giving and receiving of encouragement. Similarly, receiving 
feedback on sermons was mentioned by only three writers, one of whom talked about 
this in terms of a mentor‘s activity. Many more wrote about the positive effects of a 
mentor or trainer, and this will be considered shortly.  
Formal instruction 
There were fewer than 300 words, from four writers, on the importance of 
institutional training to their preaching development. Only two of them mentioned 
specific institutions. Significantly these two institutions were evangelical colleges 
with a tradition of educational commitment to preaching. A third writer mentioned a 
seminary in the United States where homiletics was taught (in contrast to the paucity 
of such courses in UK ministerial training.) This gives a small amount of support to 
the supposition that formal instruction in preaching can be beneficial where 
significant training is given and where it occurs in an educational establishment with 
a commitment to preaching that matches the theology and preaching practice of the 
wing of the church with which it is most closely allied or identified.
2
 
Peer group influence 
There were fewer than 150 words, from three writers, which made any mention of 
the importance to them of peers in their learning to preach, and it does not appear for 
these contributors that the effect of peers on their preaching development was 
significant.  
Vocation and calling 
Thirteen out of fifteen writers wrote about their call or vocation to preach, some in 
considerable detail, and about the sense of inner drive or passion that they feel about 
it. The material coded in the software to these categories amounted to around 4,300 
words. On the one hand this is not surprising, given the wording of the invitation to 
contribute to the book, as I have discussed in chapter 5. On the other hand there are 
pronounced commonalities running through their accounts of how they have come to 
see themselves as preachers. 
                                                 
2
  See The Vox Project Report, Stevenson and Wilkinson, The Vox Project. Also Bence, 'An Analysis 
of the Effect of Contrasting Theologies of Preaching on the Teaching of Preaching in British 
Institutions of Higher Learning'. 
    
Chapter 7: Autobiographical essays 145  
For Richard Bewes, one of his parents named what he inwardly ‗knew to be true‘ 
that he would be a preacher, although he had not named it himself. This was 
confirmed for him by a later event that reinforced the correctness of this self-
perception, and that encouraged him to believe that the aspiration was achievable. 
The external nature of the call is emphasised in this writer‘s account, as being 
necessary to reflect and convey fully and fairly the guidance of God, where an 
internal sense or conviction would be unreliable or untrustworthy on its own. We 
may note that the discourse of call carries with it the assumption of God outside the 
preacher moulding them, shaping their direction and self-understanding. Somewhat 
in contrast to Bewes‘s account, Mike Breen was gripped by the sense that he needed 
to preach. He said that as a young man, ―I was captured by preaching and I was 
captured by the call to preach.‖
3
 He emphasises the inner sensation, but also 
describes beginning ordination training, recognising that in the Church of England 
there is a lengthy process of evaluation and testing before admittance. He wrote,  
It was a tender age to begin my training; but it seemed clear that 




Baptist preacher and evangelist Steve Chalke had an experience in which the salient 
(for him) features of Christian commitment, positive action and lifestyle were 
affirmed. He recalls coming home from a Baptist youth club meeting and telling his 
mother: 
I think I‘ve become a Christian, and I‘m going to spend the rest 
of my life telling people about Jesus and when I grow up I‘m 
going to set up a hostel, a hospital and a school for the poor.
5
 
For him these were implied logically by an acceptance of the fact that ―God loves 
me.‖ A passionate desire and almost driven quality were likewise expressed by Andy 
Hawthorne in his interview: ―God gave me an evangelist‘s heart, there‘s absolutely 
no doubt about it.‖
6
 Similarly Simon Vibert‘s call to preach was bound up with his 
conversion experience as may be seen in his reflection: ―I just assumed that anyone 
who had come to faith would be equally desperate to tell others about it at every 
opportunity!‖
7
 I noted, though, that this same writer refers to a vicar who encouraged 
him to preach because he ―had seen in me what I hadn‘t yet even seen in myself: a 
                                                 
3




 Ibid., p. 30. 
6
 Ibid., pp. 138-139. 
7 
Ibid., p. 168. 
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call to preach.‖
8
 David Wilkinson wrote: ―Very early in my preaching journey I felt 




For Baptist minister Ian Coffey the sense of inner call, ―the call of Christ on a 
person‘s life‖ is determinate of the preacher‘s identity, nature and even effectiveness. 
He also stated that ―to be called to preach the Gospel of Christ is better than 
anything.‖
10
 The URC minister Susan Durber says she knew at 8 years old ―that I 
should do what the priest did; take the service, sing the responses and, more than 
anything, preach.‖
11
  An important thrust of her essay is that she found a truer 
realisation of this vocation in a reconnection with ―childhood delights, pleasures and 
longings‖ than through the male models of preaching that shaped her at first.  
Joel Edwards, growing up in an African-Caribbean church, could say, ―For as long as 
I could remember I loved preaching.‖
12
 There was a significant external event (the 
church camp chapel service and bonfire afterwards) that served to confirm or ratify 
the validity of the inner call. Faith Forster understands preaching in terms of a strong 
sense of God‘s call. Roger Forster wrote that he understood that his call to be a 
Christian believer was bound up and inextricably linked to his call to preach: ―I knew 
within weeks of my conversion that I would be spending my life preaching this 
wonderful Jesus who had set fire to my heart and life.‖
13
 Also he wrote, ―Whatever it 




Similarly Methodist minister Leslie Griffiths had an urge, and experienced an inner 
sense of need, though he confessed more than some to a struggle or questioning 
process:  
Was I myself going to be a preacher? That became a question I 
could not shake off. I began preaching as a direct response to the 
stimuli I‘ve been describing. I began to sense a focussed need to 




                                                 
8
 Ibid., p. 169. 
9
 Ibid., p. 187. 
10
 Ibid., p. 47. 
11
 Ibid., p. 63. 
12
 Ibid., p. 76. 
13




 Ibid., p. 131. 
    
Chapter 7: Autobiographical essays 147  
Anthony Reddie wrote more openly than most about the mixed motives some 
recognise in any passionately undertaken endeavour:  
Well the truth is, I simply love preaching. I know it is godly 
business, all this preaching stuff, but I would never be so 
disingenuous as to pretend that a healthy (or should I say 
unhealthy) dose of egoism does not find itself in the business of 
preaching.
16
   
Vocation is clearly a motivating factor for this writer, one that arrived with renewed 
force later in his ministry as he experimented with a different preaching model. One 
part of his understanding of the way in which a sense of divine vocation relates to 
natural talents or gifts is revealed when he states, ―I have come to learn to trust my 
improvisatory skills and instincts.‖
17
 
For many of these preachers the call to preach goes beyond the discourse of 
ministerial development used by some denominations, for they are speaking of what 
are for them strong psychological realities and significant staging posts in their 
journeys of faith. For most of them the conception of ‗call‘ is not exclusively an 
inwardly felt compulsion. In almost all cases the language is geared towards the 
transcendent: it refers to a ‗call‘ that exists unheard and unspoken by human agency, 
and deriving from a God who has plans and desires for human-kind.
 18
 Whatever its 
origin, an inner call of some considerable intensity exists in these men and women, 
and this call or vocation is foundational for their learning progress. As such this call 
is closely bound up with the early development of the preacher, for it leads to much 
intentional activity as they seek mentors, training, and opportunities to preach. 
Role models 
The preachers who wrote for Pulpit Journeys testified that role models were by far 
the most significant influence on them. In over one sixth of the entire book – 
approximately 10,400 words – they refer to models that have influenced them, 
naming in total about 75 individuals. Of course one must recognise the priority given 
to this aspect in the original invitation to contribute to the book, as discussed 
previously. Thus this pre-eminence in their accounts may not be used to generalise 
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 A strict rationalist might suggest that all such religious convictions should be subjected to some 
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beyond this particular data set. I find however that there are features of role 
modelling and practice modelling which are significant for this study. 
Invariably the writers speak of their role models with tones of admiration, and even 
reverence. In these role models were men (mostly men, representing the historical 
situation in the churches in which they grew up) who demonstrated successful 
practice of preaching. Their methods must therefore be worthy of imitation. They 
had engaging personalities, along with status and positions of responsibility, which 
together invoke the principle of classical rhetoric that effective preaching depends on 
the ethos of the speaker. Such qualities were all in general worthy of aspiration for 
the writers concerned. Working only with the written documents, it is not possible to 
identify with precision the motives in the writers individually. However the 
cumulative effect of their discourse and the numbers involved leave no doubt that 
modelling has influenced these preachers greatly.  
Leslie Griffiths, a Welsh Methodist, expressed very well the sense of being shaped 
by others in his past, though not all are identifiable: 
I didn‘t think I knew people who could be singled out in the way 
that those editing this book were asking. In the words of the poet 
Thomas Grey, it was ―village Miltons‖ and ―roses born to blush 
unseen and waste their fragrance on a desert air‖ who surrounded 
me as I grew and developed.
 19
  
At first this writer is only willing and able to acknowledge the significance of role 
models in a general and diffuse way, almost as it were an atmosphere in which he 
grew up, and later in this chapter we will discuss the non-specific education provided 
by a community and its culture. Here Griffiths uses another powerful metaphor for 
the influence of role models as he continues: 
And yet, having begun, I realised just what a legacy these 
apparently inconsequential people left to me. Their cumulative 
effect has been considerable. Like tributaries that run into a river 
they‘ve (even if unwittingly) contributed to the flow of my own 
preaching. Indeed, in many ways, they constitute that flow. My 
task has been to manage its energies and allow myself to be 




The stories in his essay paint pictures of models and mentors who shaped him 
through direct advice, through demonstrating ways of preaching, through creating 
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images of preaching style and through modelling a personal integrity that was highly 
attractive. A significant insight here is in the last sentence of the quotation above, in 
which the writer realises that those formative influences are immensely powerful and 
were responsible for much more than he was directly able to control. A student is 
unable to be fully self-actualised and intentionally directed, but with enough self-
awareness may ‗manage the energies‘ and allow him or herself to be carried by the 
currents of the influences. This was echoed by Anthony Reddie, who described the 
impact of a model: 
Reflecting back on the brilliance that was the Revd Dr William 
R. Davies in the Eastbrook Hall in Bradford, I witnessed in his 
preaching, glimpses of the method and approach that I would 
later discover for myself.
21
 
For a good number of the preachers writing here, their models have seemingly 
worked on them to shape their preaching in precisely the ways we examined in 
chapter 3. In some cases the influence of the role model had the more interactive, 
didactic, and intentional qualities that we have associated with mentoring in chapter 
4. So let us turn to mentoring in the writings of the authors of Pulpit Journeys.  
Mentoring 
Mentoring is referred to or described with approximately 3,500 words by ten of the 
fifteen essays. As previously explored for this thesis, mentoring involves an 
interaction with the ‗mentee‘ in ways that can usually be described with action words 
such as ―encouraged‖, ―shared‖, ―criticised‖ and ―spoke to me.‖ Thus Roger Forster 
wrote: 
Another of my earliest mentors in Bible study was an old 
preacher called G. H. Lang. I didn‘t necessarily agree with all his 
views, but he made me look at the text and ask what it really said 
rather than what I‘d like it to say…
22
 
Here the effect of Forster‘s mentor is to challenge him to think more deeply, or to 
think again. Forster recognised this, at least in retrospect, as necessary and important, 
despite the theological differences implied in his remark that he ―didn‘t necessarily 
agree with all his views.‖  What those views were and how Forster differed from his 
                                                 
21
 Ibid., p. 163. 
22
 Ibid., p. 100. 
    
Chapter 7: Autobiographical essays 150  
mentor are not stated, yet the statement indicates that complete theological 
congruence is not always necessary for the mentor to be effective.
23
  
One preacher, Ian Coffey, spoke specifically in terms of mentoring as it occurs in a 
community of practice, arguably part of the pattern or model that we have termed the 
Legitimate Peripheral Participation of the preacher: 
When I left theological college back in 1975 I spent five years 
working with a team of evangelists. This was an important time 
of formation for me.  They were all quality men who had a 
passion for the gospel and for some reason they took a brash 
twenty-three year-old under their wing as they undertook church-
based missions all over the United Kingdom.
 24
 
This sounds like a powerful and effective training situation, even if it is rare and only 
experienced by a chosen few, although this is not stated. He goes on to describe the 
features of this mentoring: 
That was my apprenticeship; school assemblies, classroom 
discussions and endless coffee mornings combined with working 
alongside a team of skilled preachers. Peter Anderson, John 
Blanchard, Derek Cleave, Derek Cook, Dave Pope all mentored 
me in an informal, unstructured way. They showed me the truth 
of Phillips Brookes‘ classic definition: ‗Preaching is the bringing 
of truth through personality.‘
25
 
Important mentoring phrases here include ―under their wing,‖ ―my apprenticeship,‖ 
―working alongside a team of skilled preachers,‖ ―mentored me in an informal, 
unstructured way,‖ and ―they showed me the truth of …‖  Here we can see an 
example of situated learning taking place in a kind of community of practice as 
introduced in chapter 4. 
Rob Frost affirmed the importance of mentoring and coaching even as he bemoaned 
the lack of it in the development of young preachers:  
Many of them have never been affirmed by their pastor, never 
been given an opportunity to test their call, never had helpful 
sermon crits [criticisms], let alone been given basic skills in the 
craft of evangelistic sermon-making.
26
  
Each of these influences are direct, intentional and interventionist, and beyond the 
control of the mentee or developing preacher to provide for themselves. Apart from 
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the latter writer, mentioning ―affirmation from the pastor,‖ most do not prescribe 
how such mentoring is to be provided. It is worth noting that Frost has principally 
served within the Methodist system. 
Those from the Methodist denomination had a structure of training that often 
included formal mentoring, depending on their age, as expressed by Faith Forster:  
I suppose everyone remembers the first time they preach. Mine 
came when I was 17 years of age. I was being guided and 
mentored by the pastor of the Methodist mission.
27
  
In this case, the writer refers with more approval to the opportunity to preach 
―entrusted to her‖ and that was offered ―while he was on holiday.‖ It was the 
experience of preaching that was ―encouraging and positive‖ rather than a specific 
action by or relationship with the pastor.  
This will be seen to accord with the testimonies of the Methodists in my third field 
study, who usually only mentioned in passing the formal, church-assigned mentors 
they had, and seldom referred to an active, positive influence from them. Such 
beneficial effects as occurred from mentoring seemed to be taking place in more ad 
hoc arrangements.  
Encouragement and apprenticeship 
Mentoring that is valued nearly always occurs within a context of practice and 
experimentation. Steve Chalke said:  
When I was 21 I met a guy called David Beer. David‘s a good 
communicator, and has been a fantastic friend to me through the 
years. I worked with him for a year before going to Spurgeon‘s 
College and then afterwards I went to work in Tonbridge in Kent 
for four years with him. Again, I was given lots of opportunity 
and experience. So I have always worked with people who have 
given me the opportunity which has been fantastic.
28
  
One kind of educational intervention that some mentors can give to students is the 
opportunity to work in a situation that is ‗live‘ i.e. not just for practice. This was 
particularly valued by Chalke, and by Hawthorne. Thus Andy Hawthorne‘s story 
presents a defining moment in his journey, in which his potential was recognised and 
tested by the community. After consultation with others (mainly peers) in the 
community, his youth group leader who was to later act as a mentor gave him the 
opportunity to preach in a significant setting: 
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I remember that the first time, when Wallace Benn recognised 
there was some sort of a gift to communicate in me, I was 
probably aged 18. We used to have a Youth Group Committee to 
plan our annual mission, and we had always hired these big-
name preachers to do the mission for us. Somebody, one of the 
youth group said ―No, we think Andy should do it this year.‖ 
Wallace said ―Oh, don‘t know about that…‖ and there was a bit 
of a discussion, then Wallace said, ―You‘d better leave the room, 
Andy.‖ So I had to sit outside in the chair while a committee 
decided whether we were going to ask me or the Eric Delves or 




Being entrusted with the responsibility, despite his peripheral status, was highly 
significant for Hawthorne‘s pulpit journey. As has been affirmed before about 
situated learning, moving through professional relationships and acting in different 
parts of the learning context are not just the place for learning, they are learning.  
Good learning is founded on ‗reflection in action‘
30
 and the mentor-practitioner 
relationship is clearly an effective way to stimulate this. Andy Hawthorne wrote 
about Wallace Benn‘s influence around the same time in his life: 
I would preach it then afterwards he‘d pick holes in it at the end, 
then and there. He would always do feedback, but in an 
incredible spirit of encouragement.
31
 
Mentoring that has been valuable to our writers seems to have been marked by 
personal interaction imbued with qualities of encouragement and trust, which seeks 
to build the confidence of the learner and which occurs in the context of practice and 
reflection on practice. The writers were not more enthusiastic about any other aspect 
of their formative influences. The importance of mentoring can probably not be 
overestimated. Roger Forster concluded his essay with the following words: ―Thank 
you all my mentors: I cannot tell you what I owe you all.‖
32
 
Extending the community of practice 
Our final discussion of the Pulpit Journeys material focuses on the way in which the 
writers refer to formative and learning influences that derive from the institution and 
culture in which preaching is practiced, both as practitioners themselves and often 
earlier in their lives when they were growing up. Susan Durber wrote,  
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I longed to join the guild of male preachers and to take on their 
styles, just as I knew that I should one day wear a Geneva gown 
and the plain white tabs of a preacher.
33
  
Here the external signs of membership are symbolic of her childhood aspiration to be 
a preacher, and it is so powerful that she is able to overlook the anomaly that existed 
in the fact that there were at that time no female preachers. Others point to the power 
of the collective memory and the honouring of preachers by church, and even by 
society. Richard Bewes, recalling church landmarks where great British preachers 
have preached reminds the reader, ―There are shrines everywhere for those who 
know their spiritual history‖
34
 and Roger Forster enthused at the end of his essay, ―I 
pray that those of my readers who aspire to proclaim the Word will be as blessed as I 




This honouring of tradition is more explicitly related to learning preaching by Rob 
Frost: ―Methodist history has undoubtedly shaped my view of preaching and my 
view of the preacher as, essentially, a storyteller!‖
36
  He also wrote ―I‘ve been greatly 
influenced by my Methodist heritage of ‗open air meetings‘…‖
37
  Similarly, 
Professor of New Testament Jimmy Dunn noted, 
Being brought up and trained in the Reformed (Church of 
Scotland) tradition, I inherited a very high appreciation of the 
place and role of the sermon in a worship service. In typically 
Reformed architecture, the pulpit is central and stands above the 
communion table – the Word above the Sacrament, the 
Sacrament as the Word made visible. And typically in traditional 
Reformed worship the sermon functions as the climax of the 




Dunn notes that while he was in Scotland this was the practice that he followed. 
However when he moved to England in 1970, and began preaching as a Methodist 
Local Preacher, his methods changed: 
Quite quickly I began to see value in a different order of service, 
where the sermon was more at the centre, and where offering, 
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intercessions (and church notices!) could serve as some kind of 
(congregational) response to the Word.
39
 
The community of practice, interpreted in this case as the locus for a range of 
activities connected to the core competency
40
 of preaching, exerts a powerful effect 
on the student Joel Edwards:  
Brought up in the spiritual womb of Black Pentecostalism I had 
enjoyed the security of a vibrant and dynamic Christian faith. 
Sunday school, youth meetings and choirs and guitar-strumming 
all came with the package.
41
 
This is echoed by another black writer:  
I am an African Caribbean Black male in his 41st year. I was 
born into and have been socialised within a Caribbean home of 
Jamaican migrants to Britain. I have chosen to give you these 
bare facts by way of an introduction because to understand my 
approach, commitment to and dare one say, sheer enjoyment of 
preaching, one needs to understand something of the context into 
which I was nurtured.
42
 
This is explicit recognition by the writer of the degree to which his preaching 
development can only be understood by referring to the habitus where his models 
and mentors exercised their preaching.  
Jimmy Dunn also notes the connection between his current practice and the church 
tradition in which he served: 
My Reformed inheritance also taught me the importance of the 
sermon as a means of teaching the congregation.
43
 
It cannot perhaps be overstated how much learning to preach involves gaining an 
understanding from the practice of a particular community of what is, and what is not 
a proper sermon, and what the purpose and shape of preaching is or should be.  
‘Intuitive training’ 
How might these indirect influences be assimilated in the development and growth of 
the preacher? The old if simplistic dualism of ‗caught rather than taught‘ was implicit 
in many writings, and explicit in Susan Durber‘s account of her own training in 
which she notes ―little overt reflection on the task of preaching.‖ Instead, ―Preaching 
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was imagined … to be an almost natural process, caught rather than taught.‖
44
 Joel 
Edwards referred to this as ―intuitive training‖ in his description of the church life of 
his childhood: 
And I grew up in a tradition with a high level of intuitive 
training. .. every Black Pentecostal church of the time had an 
intuitive culture in which ordinary people were enabled and 
allowed to develop public gifts. It ranged from the simple 
disciplines of learning to handle the Bible in a Sunday school 
class, to teaching a Sunday school class, leading the entire 
congregation in worship or preaching the Sunday sermon at 
frighteningly short notice! The results weren‘t always brilliant, 
but most of us felt useful as a result.
45
 
‗Intuitive training‘ here expresses very well the learning of peripheral members who 
are situated legitimately within a community of practice. Here it also seems to 
encompass being given responsibility before demonstrating competence. The writer 
also refers to a sense that many of the community were engaged in one way or 
another with being trained ‗intuitively‘. The word ‗intuitive‘ reflects forms of ‗tacit 




Leslie Griffiths identifies a more generalised educational effect from growing up 
within a culture of preaching that went beyond individual practitioners and that he 
called, ―a cultural matrix, a homiletic tradition, that surrounded me and infused my 
whole being in the tender years of my youth.‖
47
 Here he describes the atmosphere 
with several vivid examples of how it operated: 
… it wasn‘t so much the people who performed the task of 
preaching that stand out. It was more a matter of the very air I 
breathed in those distant days. The hills were alive, if I may 
pervert a familiar jingle, with the sounds of preaching. … The 
village where I grew up had 5,000 souls.  Its streets were littered 
with chapels. Each was crafted, with various degrees of finery, 
around its pulpit. Here, in English or Welsh, the mighty orators 
of the day would pronounce. I grew up surrounded by this 
phenomenon…. At school, I‘d hear fellow pupils discussing the 
previous evening‘s sermon. The local newspaper carried reports 
of what had been said. So much of our communal life was 
suffused with preaching, reports of preaching, the anticipation of 
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This richly poetic description of context seems to go far beyond a community of 
practice identified as practitioners composed of peers and masters. The recipients or 
hearers of the sermons provide a kind of multi-dimensional feedback loop for 
preachers, rich in moulding and shaping influences for the preacher and for any who 
like the author is imbibing those influences and having his understanding of 
preaching shaped long before coming into a pulpit himself.  
Negative influences 
It is illuminating to examine the situation where a discord or struggle is expressed in 
a preachers‘ perceptions of their formative influences, and how they are related to the 
communities of practice of which they were part. Methodist Anthony Reddie, 
describing himself as an ―African Caribbean Black male in his forty-second year‖ 
wrote: 
I was unable to reconcile the generic perceptions of being a 
preacher, which I gained from being on the approved national 
training course for the development of preachers, with the more 
specific skills I had learnt from my parents, neither of whom (at 
that time) were called to preach. My preaching was largely 
formulaic and lacking in any distinctiveness as a result of my 
trying to become a ‗good White middle class Methodist Local 
Preacher‘. My preaching was nondescript because I was denying 




It would of course be unwarranted to build a negative appraisal of said ―approved 
national training course‖ based on this one testimony. More significant is the 
recognition for this preacher of the importance of early influences, even when these 
influences were not specifically located in acts of preaching. He writes of a kind of 
cognitive dissonance that was not resolved for a number of years. Perhaps it is only 
hindsight that enables him to assess his early preaching, but he is quite specific about 
factors contributing to, or missing from his preaching: 
The underlying ‗problem‘ with the early years of my preaching 
ministry was the lack of awareness of the contextual or cultural 
elements in my life which could and should have served as a 
basic foundation for proclamation the gospel. All the 
aforementioned factors, arising from my upbringing, to which 
mention has been made, such as my parents‘ narrative skills or 
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incorporation of scripture into the very fabric of the mundane 




Further on the same author describes an experiment in preaching in which he tries to 
incorporate the radical adult education techniques of Thomas Groome into a sermon 
slot.
51
 This leads him to what he calls an ―interactive, extemporised approach to 
preaching.‖ He delightedly discovers that he has an ability absorbed from his family 
background and that he believes feeds into and enables the resulting preaching style: 
The most remarkable piece of learning that emerged from that 
poignant moment in 1995 was the sense that I had reconnected 
with my formative roots within the Black African/ Caribbean 
tradition. … All the comedic and performance skills I had 
witnessed in my parents, and which had lain dormant in me for 
many years, suddenly came to life. I revelled in the seeming 
unstructured nature of it all. My brain was running at a hundred 
miles an hour, always three steps ahead of the congregation, 
creating a structure as I went along. I could see the script in my 
head and I was in control.
52
  
His reflection on practice includes a high level of awareness of process and the 
mental constructs with which he was operating. He continues: 
The sermon that arose from the exercise was a drawing together 
of all the threads that had arisen in the exercise. I was able to 
respond to the various points different participants had made 
during the exercise and throw in the odd aside as it occurred to 
me in that sudden flash of a moment. I was able to move from 
the main narrative thread of reflections, make apparently obtuse 
observations and then return to the central message without 
deviation, repetition or hesitation. In effect, I had become like 
my parents. I had imbibed their wisdom and learnt from their 
experience and practice and not realised it – until that moment.
53
 
When preaching problems were resolved for him, through the development of this 
approach that he describes as ‗improvisational‘, he paid specific homage to his 
family background and cultural heritage: 
I am deeply conscious and proud of the heritage into which I 
have been nurtured and socialised, and the way in which those 
resources now inform and influence my approach to preaching.
54
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Congregational influence 
Such a heritage as Reddie refers to exists for many preachers quite specifically and 
actively in the experience of preaching before a church congregation Sunday by 
Sunday. The congregation, with their collective memory, upholding of traditions, and 
individual histories that connect with the history of the institution in remarkably 
‗thick‘ ways,
55
  are shapers of the preacher. Methodist minister David Wilkinson 
wrote: 
… over years of preaching to the same congregation, they feed 
you so much. You think through sermons in relation to the real 
people you know will be there. An encouraging congregation 
who are hungry to hear God‘s word is a great privilege.
56
 
The needs and desires of the congregation are often consciously present to the 
preacher and pastor who knows the people who will hear the sermon being prepared. 
This preacher writes of going beyond directly shaping the message to please or serve 
people, for he is conscious of handling the word of God in the sermon. The people 
have a relationship with a God who speaks, and the preacher enters into that 
relationship almost as a kind of mouthpiece or amanuensis for the words of God 
being spoken or given to the people assembled for worship. Wilkinson continues: 
I therefore owe a great deal to Elm Hall Drive Methodist Church 
in Liverpool where I was their minister, because they taught me 
how to preach. I remember the businessman who, after what I 
thought was a great sermon on love, asked me how he was going 
to show love to the people he had been forced to make redundant 
in order to save the business.
57
 
A preacher who seeks to be an effective communicator by listening to the listeners 
will have their technique and understanding shaped. For Anglican minister Mike 
Breen the experience happened outside of regular church-based worship: 
I was given the responsibility of the youth and community centre 
… and here again I was challenged to find a way of 
communicating the gospel in a method that the young people 
could understand…. We would use contemporary music to 
highlight the questions that so often were in the minds of the 
young people, drama and storytelling to explore those questions, 
and simple direct ‗gospel bullets‘ to call people to a response. 
This like many other experiences of seeking to engage with a 
                                                 
55
 Leading to sometimes powerful reactionary and conservative tendencies, as many leaders who have 
proposed changes to congregational or liturgical practice will testify. 
56
 Stevenson, ed., Pulpit Journeys, p. 185. 
57
 Ibid. 
    
Chapter 7: Autobiographical essays 159  
culture unfamiliar with Christian teaching continued to fashion 
my understanding of what it is to preach.
58
 
Note Anthony Reddie‘s connection with the congregation in the following 
observation about black preaching: 
Within Black oral traditions there exists a togetherness and a 
connectedness between the main or principle speaker and the 
wider audience or congregation. The meaning and truth of any 
encounter does not reside solely with the speaker nor does it lie 
with the audience. The speaker is not an active force and the 
congregation or audience a passive one. Conversely, there is an 
ongoing process of negotiation between the principle speaker and 
those who are in attendance. The congregation or audience are an 
active force. Their engagement with the preacher is integral to 
the successful enactment of the sermon.
59
 
This understanding of black preaching goes beyond 'congregational context' as a 
learning element and speaks of the community of practice in which the preacher's 
relationship with the community (within the purlieu of the sermon) is formative and 
profound. Such an interactive quality to the preaching is not solely the preserve of 
the vocal ‗call and response‘ in many Black preaching traditions. Jimmy Dunn writes 
of a sensitivity developed to increase the communication potential of the sermon: 
I soon realised that I needed to maintain eye-contact with the 
worshipping congregation. A sense of rapport with the 
congregation (or lecture audience) always has been of major 
importance for me. I need to be sensitive to how (or whether) the 
congregation/audience is hearing what I am trying to say. Such 
sensitivity enables me to vary pace and tone and volume, to react 
appropriately when the congregation/audience is with me or is 
obviously not, to insert a clarificatory addition, or repeat a point, 




For many of these writers, their preaching has been shaped by the congregations and 
contexts for their preaching. This is far more complex than ‗learning on the job‘, for 
it presupposes and requires what might be called ‗communicational intelligence‘ that 
listens to listeners before, during and after the preaching event.
61
 The listeners with 
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list as discussed in ch. 2. Nor has it been in any way empirically established. However, I introduce the 
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work with literate ability, emotional awareness, and social sensitivity to create or co-create 
meaningful dialogue and exchanges that we call communication. For a discussion of this from a 
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their preacher(s) thus form a community that brings its own traditions and 
understandings of preaching, and expects its preachers to adapt and conform to those 
traditions, even while it allows itself to be taught, challenged and occasionally even 
surprised by the preachers.   
Conclusion 
The preachers writing for the book used in this study exhibited a high degree of self-
awareness and an ability to reflect on their development as preachers and the 
formative influences in this process. Calling and vocation is one aspect of their 
‗pulpit journeys‘ in which God is understood to be able to direct and to motivate 
them through inner compulsion and/or a dramatic and passionate sense of urgency 
about their task. This provides for ‗intrinsic motivation‘ to learn that is possibly 
without parallel in self-directed adult learning, and which as attested by these writers, 
has been fundamental to their lifetime journeys as preachers.
62
 The process of 
learning to preach is seen by many of them to take place within what I suggest are 
vital, functional communities of practice. These are the preaching cultures, past and 
present, in which role models, mentors, church tradition and hearers have a series of 
deep and lasting impacts on the learner.  
While the influence of active mentors was well described by a minority, there was 
almost no mention of the involvement of others with the educational progress of the 
preachers, neither in the form of other preachers as peers, nor in the form of training 
either sought out or provided by religious institutions. The benefits possible from a 
mentor were rarely planned or seen as a given within ministerial training. The ‗pulpit 
journeys‘ of many of these writers sound for the most part like fairly lonely and 
solitary affairs. At the same time there was ample recognition of indirect influences 
coming from the church cultures where they ministered and in which some of them 
grew up, and this needs to be better understood and the subject of reflection by 
learners who wish to build consciously on what is available to them from their past 
and their present.  
Before finally moving to consider in my conclusion how such learning experiences 
might more specifically be enhanced, encouraged or enabled, I will in the next 
chapter consider my last field study, a series of semi-structured interviews with 
twelve young Methodist preachers.   
                                                                                                                                          
Christian perspective and with reference to social culture and also the mass media see Schultze, 
Communicating for Life: Christian Stewardship in Community and Media. 
62
 I discuss intrinsic motivation in ch. 2, p. 52, footnote 65, and in ch. 6, page 121.  
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Chapter 8 
Field Study 3: Liverpool Methodist Preachers 
Introduction 
In the last of my three field studies I examine the data drawn from my semi-
structured interviews with twelve Methodist preachers who were members of or 
closely involved with Elm Hall Drive Methodist Church and / or the associated 
Chaplaincy at Liverpool University.  I begin this chapter with a consideration of my 
initial interview with the minister and University Chaplain at the time, Rev. Dr David 
Wilkinson, and discuss his view of modelling good practice and mentoring younger 
preachers. I then look at how role models contribute to the learning and development 
of the preacher, before turning to mentors as they have been experienced by the 
interviewee. Finally I discuss other more minor educational influences, before a 
consideration of how these preachers have been influenced by a community of 
practice. 
Interview with David Wilkinson  
Before turning to an analysis of the preachers‘ interviews, it is worth looking at the 
understanding and reflections on the period that may be seen in an interview with 
Wilkinson. The first interview was conducted in July 2006, before any other 
interviews had taken place.  
Certainly in practice as well as in conversation, Wilkinson privileges preaching as a 
ministerial vocation. He said, 
I think I was called first and foremost to be a preacher and to be 
an evangelist within ministry so it was always very important for 
me. But it had to be seen in the context of the overall picture 
which was about creating conditions for growth in a church, 
pastoring people, particularly at a formative stage of life, and a 
real sense of ministry happening in lots of different ways.
1
 
His intention was not to produce clones of himself, but to encourage and enable the 
full range of ministries needed in the local church. Moreover he stated that he was 
not involved directly in mentoring or training preachers. These were and are 
functions of the Methodist system of putting people On Note and On Trial as a way 
of testing their call and developing their ministry of preaching and leading worship. 
At the same time, all the interview subjects who were preaching or who progressed 
                                                 
1
David Wilkinson, Interview About Elm Hall Drive Methodist Church, (2006). 
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to preaching ministry undertook some form of the Methodist Local Preachers 
Training scheme, and so their learning had that structure as a minimum. 
Wilkinson‘s impact as a role model will be seen as significant for a number of the 
interviewees. He said: 
I think one of the values was that I did believe that you had to 
model preaching in order for it to be learnt. And that‘s what I 
saw as my major responsibility. So rather than explicit teaching 
[about preaching], I actually had to model preaching but also I 
had to model a way of affirming the diversity of preaching so 




In his leadership capacity, therefore, Wilkinson recognised the potential for 
modelling his own beliefs, attitudes and approaches to preaching. His advocacy for 
the diversity of preaching, by allowing other preachers to contribute and by affirming 
their work, is a much more deliberate policy. It is also one that is implemented more 
easily within the Methodist structure of local church practice whereby worship 
services frequently make use of visiting Circuit preachers. When sharing his pulpit 
with the trainee preachers, there is another kind of encouragement Wilkinson was 
aiming to give: 
Now the second modelling value was a kind of complete 
confidence in people whoever they were, that if they‘d been 
called by God in the Spirit, it didn‘t matter whether they were 
female, it didn‘t matter whether they were young, it didn‘t matter 
whether they were off the wall evangelical, it didn‘t matter 
whether they were far more liberal than I was happy with, but my 
role as minister was to give them confidence, to actually say 
effectively, ―you can do this, I believe in you.‖ Now that was 
true of ministry across the board, not just preaching.
3
 
As we look at the trainee preachers‘ testimonials we will see how much confidence 
some think they were given by this strategy and by Wilkinson‘s attitude to modelling 
good practice. In particular I will be maintaining that such confidence derives from 
the legitimating dynamic of being given responsibility, essential to learning in a 
community of practice. 
Vocation and calling 
The call to preach is part of a particular discourse of the Methodist Church, but 
shares much of its language and theology with traditional ideas of lay and ordained 
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calling in the Western Protestant church. Calling as primarily an interior experience 
is a relatively recent phenomenon in the process of church ministry and ordination.
4
 
An equally important aspect is the outer urging of the church, through its 
representatives (and this may be interpreted very freely indeed to include fellow 
church members as well as authority figures). This exterior calling may take into 
account certain necessary conditions that can support the call. In the case of 
preaching, these are most obviously an ability to speak, and an understanding of a 
message to proclaim, although in the history of Christian preachers there are 
exceptions to this as to every rule.  I have already written in the Introduction about 
some of the characteristics that have been considered necessary for the preacher. 
Additionally, and crucially in some traditions, there is valued the existence of an 
inner desire or compulsion to preach and to proclaim the Christian gospel. In keeping 
with Methodist theology and the importance John Wesley attached to feelings of 
assurance and experience, vocation is typically a spiritual and emotional event for the 
potential minister as well as for the new convert.
5
 According to Wilkinson at Elm 
Hall Drive Church (hereafter to be abbreviated as EHD), a young preacher would be 
asked, ―Did it feel right, with all of the nervousness, even if you got it completely 
wrong in terms of what you actually said? Was there an inner sense of the Spirit 
                                                 
4
 Scriptural references often used in a typology of vocation include 1 Samuel 3, the calling of the 
young Samuel independently of the ‗institutional church‘, and the seven men chosen in Acts 6 being 
described, before their selection and laying on of hands, as being full of the Holy Spirit. This latter 
text may have contributed to Cranmer‘s first question to be asked of candidates to the diaconate, ―Do 
you trust that you are inwardly moved by the Holy Ghost to take upon you this Office and 
Ministration?‖ The rise of the concept of internal vocation was subsequent to this, as charted in H. J. 
M. Turner, Ordination and Vocation: Yesterday and Today: Current Questions About Ministries in 
the Light of Theology and History (Worthing: Churchman Publishing, 1990). Further, Demond notes 
the particular emphasis on ‗the call‘ to preach in African-American homiletics, in Demond, 'Teaching 
Preaching', p. 44. He cites William H. Myers, God's Yes Was Louder Than My No: Rethinking the 
African-American Call to Ministry (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans, 1994). A further resource 
for empirical research on calling of some late twentieth-century evangelical UK preachers may be 
found in England, ed., My Call to Preach. 
5
 On personal assurance and Methodism a principal and traditional reference is Wesley‘s own famous 
words on his ‗Aldersgate experience‘ conversion: ―I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt that I did 
trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation, and an assurance was given me, that he had taken away my 
sins, even MINE, and saved ME from the law of sin and death.‖  According to Maldwyn L. Edwards, 
President of the British Methodist Conference, 1961-1962, this experience ―was the source of 
Methodist teaching on salvation, assurance, and holiness. It was the watershed of Wesley‘s whole 
career and it gave him charter and compass for a course from which he never deviated. Even more, it 
gave him the spiritual energy for his pilgrim‘s progress, so that never again was he Christian with a 
burden on his back. Until his dying day Wesley dated his experience, his message, and his doctrine 
back to this date of 1738.‖  Wesley in one of his own sermons written for publication said ―assurance 
of faith which these (believers) enjoy excludes all doubt and fear, it excludes all kinds of doubt and 
fear concerning their future perseverance; though it is not properly, as was said before, an assurance of 
what is future, but only of what now is.‖ (Thomas Jackson, ed., The Works of John Wesley (London: 
Wesleyan Methodist Book Room, 1872).  
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actually working through you?‖
6
 It was the responsibility of the church to test, to 
question, and to determine the validity of this call, but ‗the call‘ had to be there in the 
first place. 
This sense of vocation is discussed here partly to flag its significance as a motivation 
for learning, as I have noted earlier. The more important issue for this thesis is the 
effect and interaction of the group with regard to their learning and development as 
preachers, rather than solely their call. My focus has been on what in the ‗community 
of practice‘ (as discussed in chapter 4) may have contributed to or hindered the 
learner-preacher‘s call to preach, specifically the effect of role models, practice 
models and mentors drawn from experienced preachers as well as from peers or 
those perceived to be at a similar level as learner-preachers.  
Calling and role models 
Most interviewees seemed only moderately self-aware and reflective on the influence 
of role models on their calling to the ministry and / or to preaching. Fewer than half 
could remember with admiration or approval figures other than Wilkinson who 
preached well and who preached ‗significantly‘ (and who were, in other words, 
instrumental in the spiritual growth or formation of the interviewee). Thus G__, a 
male minister in his twenties at the time: 
…to arrive at Elm Hall Drive with David being minister … and 
so, you know, consistent, good quality preaching that I found 
challenging, that I found, you know, helped me to grow as a 
Christian, that helped me to relate faith to everyday life. (This) 
was a good model for me and continues to be.
7
 
The call to preach is associated for this person with seeing its importance and 
significance, seeing it done well and done effectively:  
I think the experience during my year at Cliff College, the 
weekly class meetings at which the tutors preached ... was a 
forming experience, and being on mission and hearing the 
evangelists preach, preaching for a response, was something I 
don‘t think I‘d experienced that as part of my home church, 
actually seeing the sermon having an immediate effect in 
people‘s response… (It was) important in terms of seeing 
preaching as something important and worthwhile and that God 
could use in that way…
8
 
                                                 
6
 Wilkinson, Interview About Elm Hall Drive Methodist Church. 
7
 FS3 Interview 01. 
8
 FS3 Interview 01. 
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The respondent was indicating that a significant part of his formation as a preacher 
lay in the way his understanding of the importance of and potential for preaching in 
the life of the church, developed particularly through observing it done in missional 
situations. The respondent is also highlighting a very positive outcome of intentional 
training that is carried out in practice and not only in theoretical constructs. 
Almost all interviewees commented positively on the preaching of Dr Wilkinson at 
the time of their association with Elm Hall Drive Church, but few tended to see him 
(in his preaching role) as directly instrumental in their call to preach.  S__, now an 
Anglican minister, then in her early twenties recalls a fairly minimal effect: 
There was very good preaching at the time and David was an 
excellent preacher, and the other lay preachers in the circuit were 
pretty good. But I don't remember there being anything striking 
about it other than the … niggling thought that I probably ought 
to be doing it and didn‘t want to be.
9
 
While recognising good preaching, the respondent does not think that she had a 
strong sense of aspiring to do the same. Her call to preach was experienced as 
something of a moral conviction at the level of her conscience. Another spoke of the 
conflicting effects of good preaching on vocation to preach: 
I think listening to someone who is undoubtedly an 
extraordinarily gifted preacher actually has… [hesitation]… 
makes me feel two things really: One would be, the kind of, ―I 
wish I could preach like so-and-so‖ and the other would be ―I 
could never preach like so-and-so.‖ In one way motivating, in 
terms of emulating that person and be like that person and on the 
other hand, certainly I think when I was beginning preaching, 
thinking well I could never be like that so, almost perhaps ―I am 




This speaker seems to have overcome the feelings of inadequacy and the net product 
of her reactions has been the feeling of admiration of the preacher‘s role and the 
establishment of qualitative standards for preaching. Another speaker observed how 
high the bar was set, as it were, for preaching well:  
Preaching at Elm Hall Drive was high quality, you know, the 
people who were good were good, really good. The other 
preachers who came from around the circuit, it was obvious that 
they were of a different calibre really and you know, I didn‘t 
want to do it if I couldn‘t do it well, there was no point in 
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The ‗other preachers‘ were not seen as being of the same quality as Dr Wilkinson 
and those working with him. What this person saw as high quality preaching was 
shaping her technical aspirations, that is, how she wanted to do it. It is arguable that 
it helped shape as well her sense of who she wanted to be, in the sense of a 
competent and perhaps respected or acknowledged practitioner, although this was 
unsaid. 
These remarks on calling begin to demonstrate the formative influence of role 
models on the subjects‘ approach to and understanding of preaching (as distinct from 
their early calling), and I will come back to this in a section on development.  
Calling and peer models 
Another significant factor in considering a call to preach was the effect of seeing 
peers doing it. Most subjects stated or gave the impression that much Methodist local 
preaching is practised by elderly men and women. This is incontestably borne out by 
present experience in Methodist churches up and down the country. That this was 
perceived as a disincentive to consider preaching as a valid vocation is highlighted 
by several of the participants in the research. We hear about the cultural discontinuity 
represented by the difference in ages within a Local Preachers meeting, and the extra 
challenge this presents to young preachers who often have a younger person‘s need 
to fit in and feel a part of the group. This female minister who was in her twenties 
when at EHD said: 
When I moved to Milton Keynes I was the only person in my age 
group in the Local Preachers meeting, in fact I was the youngest 
person in the Local Preachers meeting by about twenty-five 
years. So that was quite a big shock to the system really.
12
 
The respondent had moved from a community of practice where there were other 
practitioners of the same gender and similar ages, to one where she felt less able to fit 
into the cultural context. The age of the role model had a bearing on the aspiration 
and self-identification of a number of respondents. One interviewee, male and in his 
twenties at that time, was struck by the age disparity between the Local Preachers at 
the previous church he attended and those at EHD. He noted that significant 
vocational influences for him at EHD were: 
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…seeing preaching modelled and people being mentored. I 
hadn‘t had that at the church where I‘d been at before. There 
weren‘t any people that I knew of who were Local Preachers, I 
mean, not people my age. So before I was at Elm Hall Drive that 
idea of Local Preaching wasn‘t in my consciousness at all.
13
  
Some communities of practice in Lave and Wenger‘s study displayed a wide age 
spread between the novice and the accomplished professional, but this aspect was 
notably missing from the communities of practice at EHD as experienced by another 
respondent, a male in his late teens when there. Here he reflects the vital importance 
of patterning or aspiring after those of similar age and background: 
If you are a school teacher in your forties, it seems like a very 
obvious thing to do, to become a Local Preacher, but if you are at 
school and sixteen, it‘s not really… I know there certainly was a 




Conversely, the setting of example and providing peer role models was a strong and 
necessary (if not sufficient) condition for several of these subjects to consider 
preaching.  
The person preaching was a younger person so I thought ―why 
not? If he can do it then I can do it, maybe…‖
15
  
The same interviewee remarked that Wilkinson‘s ability and age were significant for 
their own call: 
Obviously David is a very, very good contextual preacher, and 
he was a young man, so it certainly put into my mind that it was 




Another explicitly recognised the importance to their calling of seeing others 
involved and ministering: 
That time I was a student, I was in the Methodist Society and 
involved at Elm Hall Drive and my call to preach there 
developed out of lots of other people who were my age getting 
involved in local preaching.
17
 
Finally another male, in his teens at the time, reflected on the impact on others of his 
beginning to preach. 
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I think J__ and I starting [preaching] opened up the possibilities 
for other younger people doing it.
18
 
These subjects are expressing the value, in terms of positive encouragement to 
pursue preaching training and accreditation, of being able to imagine themselves in 
the same activity as other practitioners of the same or similar age and stage in life. 
There are many stages in the journey to this form of public ministry, and early on the 
development of a sense of self-identity, i.e. as one who could be capable of doing the 
job, is important to this group of preachers.  




…the fact that there were young-ish female preachers around, the 
likes of K__ , and A__ , actually did help me see that … it could 
be done, especially that you didn‘t have to be a man, and you 
didn‘t necessarily have to preach like a man.
20
 
However, I need to point out that this was not widely or frequently affirmed, even in 
reply to specific questions in my interview schedule about same-gender role models.  
Another, S__, was less certain that the effect of peers was explicit and maintained 
that, as far as providing positive role models at the stage of calling is concerned, 
there was not an explicit or openly shared discourse of comparing and evaluating one 
another‘s callings and gifts:  
The MethSoc was very vibrant at the time, there was a lot of 
activity, it was well organised, well led and I think that had the 
effect of encouraging people in their own faith, which ultimately 
then led to a whole number of callings. But at the time, we didn't 
really look around and say, oh such and such has obviously got a 
calling, or such and such.
21
 
Nevertheless, as this next subject explained, the social environment has a highly 
significant effect on the development of calling for individuals emotionally involved 
in that community. K__, a female now an ordained Methodist minister and then in 
her thirties explained:  
I think Elm Hall Drive was a very encouraging environment. I 
think the combination of the Church and the Chaplaincy helped 
that because they actually had quite a long history of people 
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being called to preach and actually being called to the ministry at 
Elm Hall Drive over quite a few years and quite a number of 
younger adults who had been at the Chaplaincy had stayed on in 
Liverpool, getting jobs or whatever.
 22
  
The ethos and atmosphere of the community of practice had persisted for a number 
of years, allowing individuals to progress through the community as part of their own 
journeys towards ministry. She continued: 
…which meant there was quite a large peer group and others 
who were actively involved in the life of the church even if they 
weren‘t specifically preaching at the time. Which meant there 
was a lot of support and encouragement to explore your gifts, I 
suppose, in a wider sense than just preaching…
23
 
She also experienced a change of perception that others referred to regarding the 
appropriate age for a preacher: 
I think in a sense I suppose didn‘t feel isolated or that I was odd 
in pursuing that, because there were others within a wider peer 
group that were also exploring it at the time, which perhaps gave 
myself and others the kind of courage to think, ―well maybe I can 
pursue this call and I‘m not going to be told that I‘m too young, 
or that I‘m not good enough or whatever.
24
  
She concludes with her observation: 
… I think that was generally a very encouraging atmosphere for 
people to explore their call.
25
 
Disincentives to vocation 
This ‗culture of calling‘ at Elm Hall Drive Church had a counter effect for some, in 
particular, who were wary of being drawn to it simply or primarily because others 
were doing it. A female, now ordained, and then in her twenties, spoke of a 
inclination to disregard a preaching vocation: 
And I didn‘t want everyone to go, ―ooh, everyone is starting 
preaching‖ so for that reason I kind of I was almost fighting 
against what I actually think I knew God was calling me to do – 
so the easiest response was to go the other way.
26
  
This disincentive was also referred to by T__: 
I think that I can understand people probably feeling that they 
didn‘t want to say they had a call to preach if they were going to 
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be seen to be jumping on a bandwagon, but the fact that a couple 
of us had been open to calling and in not the easiest of 
circumstances meant that those people who were feeling a call 
had people that they could talk to.
27
 
As I mentioned in chapter 5, Wilkinson was at the time aware of this and stated that 
it featured in the counselling and guidance given to some of the people coming 
forward to test a call. Moreover as he said there were systems already in place for 
people to test and discern the call to preach. Wilkinson spoke about this: 
Well, I think we gently tried to dissuade a few, but my 
recollection is that one of the principles that we used was that 
even those for whom we weren‘t too sure whether the call was 
genuine, part of the recognising of the call was to try it out. So 
that only as they became part of the process of study and 
preaching and learning could you actually make an assessment 
both as a church and for them whether the call was real or not. 
And that‘s deeply embedded within Methodist practice of course 
in terms of the On Note and On Trial system. So the structure 
was already there to do that.
28
 
Wilkinson emphasises the ‗situatedness‘ of both the learning and the assessment of a 
valid call. Only by participating on the margins of the institution can a good 
estimation be made of whether the student can and should be encouraged to progress 
and participate in more significant and legitimated ways.  
An intentional climate of encouragement 
Returning to the climate that fostered vocation, or out of which young people began 
to offer themselves, it should be noted that such a climate did not occur by chance.
29
 
The movement of young people from being passive to active participants in church 
programmes was the product of leadership decisions, church policy and pastoral 
style. T__, a male in his teens at the time, observed,  
G__ was very supportive during the period and T__ his wife, 
during the question of whether this is a call, and were very open 
to the idea that young people could be involved in preaching and 
worship leading. Their fostering of youth services allowed 
people the opportunity to explore the chance of preaching or at 
least being involved in worship leading (probably not preaching), 
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A nascent form of legitimate peripheral participation enabled the young people to 
engage practically in some functions of leadership, as well as to have an 
acknowledgement or a legitimating of their role, however temporary or experimental. 
Another spoke of the culture or atmosphere as being supportive of and encouraging 
to individuals thinking about serving the church.  
I think there was a kind of a culture where people were being 
encouraged to think about their gifts, and people were 
particularly – with preaching gifts – people were being 
encouraged to do that, so lots of my peer group were exploring 
that and so as part of that I was watching other people use their 
gifts and try those things out. And I felt for a while that God was 
asking me to do that…  So my call sort of developed within that, 




P__, a male in his thirties at the time, noted: 
I think when we were at Liverpool I met with one or two people 
who were preaching themselves, or who were exploring a call to 




The call to preach, like the enterprise of preaching itself, has a strongly individual 
quality, and these excerpts are not intended to support an argument that calling may 
be viewed entirely in social terms. The narratives of calling trace many internal 
struggles and are marked by much private prayer seeking God‘s will and guidance. 
What I have tried to do here is to highlight the ways in which God‘s will and 
guidance may be expressed through the acknowledged effect of and interaction with 
others. We will see shortly that the climate of encouragement as fostered by leaders 
and expressed quite often through peer relationships fits well with theories of 
communities of practice that were discussed in chapter 4. 
Turning to the development of the preacher, engaged in what is in part (but not 
entirely) a public activity, the effect of others on this development is traceable. Here 
I will explore how having a peer group influenced the development of preachers, 
beyond their calling.  
Peer models 
The mutual support and encouragement of peers in their learning processes was quite 
often mentioned as an active educational influence. T__, a male in his teens at the 
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time, noted with particular enthusiasm the importance of peers in his preaching 
development: 
J__ was a good friend through it all, as someone who started 
preaching not long after me, within a couple of Preachers 
Meetings I think. That was a good friendship to have, alongside 
being generally decent friends, to have that preaching dimension. 
We would both listen to each other and go to each other‘s 
services and again have quite different styles of doing things…
33
 
Peer-assisted learning does not always require an imitative approach to learning as 
discussed in chapter 3. The same respondent spoke of other peer relationships that he 
developed, and the help and encouragement provided by these preachers.  
(It was) through a Rob Frost mission that I got to meet – and 
through Cliff College – I got to meet a lot of different preachers. 
There was a guy called N__ from Stoke,… and L__, they were 
both my exact contemporaries and they started preaching not 
long ago after I began. That was important.
 34
  
Here the speaker affirmed the value of identification with others of close age and 
similar stage and engaged in the same enterprise. He continued with an explanation 
of the affective aspects of that identification: 
We‘d write to each other and catch up at different events. I think 
it was good not to feel alone in all that… I think that it was good 
to have other people who felt those similar sorts of pressures and 
having to go through ‗A‘ levels alongside Faith and Worship 
units and those kinds of things.
35
 
The positive effect of this peer relationship in the mind of the speaker encompasses 
companionship, mutually assisted reflection on practice, some role modelling (albeit 
in a comparative way, as revealed in the phrase ―different styles of doing things,‖) 
and chiefly the encouragement provided by interaction with those felt to be similar in 
outlook, age, and experiences. Such enthusiasm for learning that leads to 
independent study through peer reflection and review looks like every 
educationalist‘s dream.  
Peer assisted learning takes practical form as well of course. A pattern of peer 
assistance that was initiated for another subject in her Anglican training course 
continues to the present, several years after ordination: 
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I send my stuff to friends and I get other things back. So a friend 
of mine has just sent me their midnight service for Christmas Eve 
that they preached last year. And I'm going to use that when I 
start to formulate my ideas about our Christmas Eve service this 
year. So we have quite a good sharing mechanism through our 
cell groups, our college cells.
36
 
Still, at least half of the interview subjects struggled to recall significant relationships 
in this sphere, although there was acknowledgement that there were probably passive 
relationships that contributed. One other subject noted: 
And then I think I suppose the peer group aspect of that would be 
being able to share in study with others…
37
  
Perhaps an intellectual rather than strongly felt or experienced assent to peer learning 
was being expressed here. Another said,  
…and there were a number of younger preachers … across a 
reasonable theological spectrum which meant … there were 
people you could look at and say ―yeah, OK there are different 
ways of doing it…‖
38
 
Learning about different ways of preaching, rather than being impressed or imprinted 
by a senior mentor‘s particular way, is here a feature of this respondent‘s 
understanding of peer learning. The ―different ways of doing it‖ are also associated 
with identifying others of different theological standpoints. We might reasonably 
suppose that what we have here is a post hoc appreciation of theological difference 
rather than an adoption of or active engagement with the approach to preaching of 
another trainee preacher. This would benefit from further research.  
Role models 
Role models, as discussed theoretically in chapter 3, operate passively in the 
development of a preacher, for they are observed as good or bad examples for the 
student to imitate, adopt or avoid, sometimes in ways not appreciated by the student. 
Where role models are active in the training of the preacher, they are considered later 
in this chapter as mentor or instructor or teacher. While these educative functions 
may in practice cohere in one individual, I shall in theory treat them separately, and 
attempt to portray how the subjects viewed these different functions in their learning 
development.  
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In fact interviewees spoke more extensively about the existence and effect of role 
models than about any other factor or influence, taking up fully one-fifth of the 
transcribed interviews. The discourse and the perceived influence was spread fairly 
equally among the subjects, with only two being markedly reticent about models, 
their responses on the subject accounting for less than 5% of their respective 
interviews.  
Role models were perceived to have had more of an effect upon the practice of the 
subjects during the times when they were initially learning to preach, as might be 
expected, for they were listening to these role models with a view to learning about 
preaching. So G__, referring to a ‗missions conference‘ to which he was invited to 
accompany Dr Wilkinson: 
In that kind of context I was more aware of thinking, ―why is this 
effective?‖ More a case of thinking, ―what is it about this 
preaching that connects with people and sort of what can I learn 
about this for my own preaching?‖ When you‘re in a context 
where you are in a sense there to learn, as well as learning from 
the content, learning from the style of delivery and how people 
communicated, I was probably more consciously aware of 
analysing the way people were preaching in a context like that 
than back in a church.
39
 
The student was focussing on several aspects of the preaching through this 
experience of modelling, particularly in the area of rhetoric. In common with many 
of the interviewees, the effect of role models was mentioned far more frequently than 
specific instruction with respect to training institutions. 
Another subject who identified himself as coming from an evangelical background 
spoke of the formative influence of preachers he heard in terms of ―helping to grow.‖ 
In the context this may be read as a reference to growing in leadership ability, as well 
as wisdom, ability to handle biblical text, and in authority as a teacher or preacher. 
All of these are assumed by the speaker as fundamental to preaching: 
Interviewer: You mentioned S__  and a number of others in the 
CU at school. Do you think they helped you to grow as a 
Christian as much as or more than they impressed upon you a 
shape of preaching or gave you models of preaching?    
Interviewee: They did preach to me as a Christian but they also 
helped me to grow by giving opportunities for me to lead within 
the CU setting, so we often had to lead Bible studies or take a 
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mid-week service. I suppose that would be modelled on the sort 
of manner of something they pretty much did themselves.
40
 
In his reflection on preachers who had shaped his spirituality he is admitting that 
their ways of working had also impressed themselves upon him.  
K__, a female then in her twenties, speaks with a high degree of self-reflection on the 
influence of models. Noting the unusually large number of very proficient Local 
Preachers based at EHD, she considered carefully and said that some were models to 
imitate and others were not: 
And I think some of them perhaps I… [slight pause and 
uncertainty here] …emulated unconsciously. I probably thought 
if I model myself on them, without making a deliberate decision 




Her analysis of the imitative mechanisms brought up the importance to her of having 
similarities of personality with the model. She continued: 
And that may have been because they were quite personally 
different to me in terms of personality, would preach in a way 
that I knew that I wasn‘t being called to preach, in the sense that 
we in the sense all have to follow that call within our own 
personality, that we all have to be ourselves rather than 
somebody else (slight embarrassed laugh here) and while I 
might have respected what they did, I knew that wasn‘t what I 
was called to do.
42
 
A high level of self-knowledge is revealed here. The speaker realises that her 
emulation of the role models was selective, and that she was filtering, even if 
somewhat unconsciously, what was presented to her at the time. Her justification is 
couched in terms that come from the discourse of vocation as well as a discourse of 
personal development, revealed in the statement that ―we all have to be ourselves 
rather than somebody else.‖  
I note as well in this comment the opportunity afforded to the student by a larger 
number than usual of preachers to whom a student might turn for advice as well as 
modelling influence. Others referred to the specific role modelling effects of David 
Wilkinson, as this speaker does: 
I think we were seeing very good models of preaching from other 
people. I think particularly David and A__ were modelling a 
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style of preaching that was particularly powerful and was having 
an impact on people and certainly I think a lot of my early 
preaching and even preaching now was based on styles and 
things and ways of doing things that I saw David and A__ 
doing…. I think there was quite a lot of teaching in the way that 
they preached, and think that‘s been quite an influence on me. 
When I preach I try and have an element of teaching in my 
preaching.  
The speaker has learned from the preachers cited not only theologically, but 
homiletically, not only what to believe and how to be a Christian, but what should 
make up a sermon. This admission of the influence points up the features of the 
preaching that he admired, that it was ―powerful‖ and ―had an impact on people.‖ Of 
course no honest preacher would imply a direct cause-and-effect link between the 
―styles and … ways of doing things‖ that they employ and the ―impact,‖ without 
denying the agency of God and the freedom of the listener‘s response. Nevertheless 
students will often as in this case attempt to shape and hone their preaching to 
resemble that of their admired models, for they would not deny the preacher‘s 
responsibility in the act of communication.  
Other ideals for preaching as drawn from models are stated by P__, a male in his 
thirties during his time at EHD: 
I guess in terms of a pattern of preaching I‘ve had two 
experiences of ministry under two very different people that were 
very formative for me, and gave me a ground that I hope I‘ve 
always continued: Alec Motyer and David Wilkinson. I think in 
their own different ways, having such a gift in their own 
particular way of bringing the Bible to life, and making it 
relevant to everyday life, and drawing on illustrations, 
contemporary illustrations – all the kind of things that you would 
hope for in preaching – that‘s kind of given me something that 
I‘ve always aspired to…
43
 
The elements of preaching that this speaker has tried to emulate are enumerated quite 
clearly, and derive from a specific situation of serving as an assistant minister ―under 
two very different people.‖ This afforded him the opportunity to be mentored, and to 
be in an apprentice-like situation, and this was deeply valued by him. Another 
interviewee recognised this powerful potential influence but in this exchange sought 
to separate the homiletical approaches from the theological content, being prepared 
(at the time of the interview, at any rate) to put some clear water, theologically 
speaking, between her and this early role model:  
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I maintain that David‘s one of the best preachers that I know, but 
I wouldn‘t say that I try to model myself on David‘s preaching 
because I am me, and my theology is very different to David‘s, 
really, but in terms of his ability to communicate big ideas in a 
very simple way, that‘s what I aspire to, and that‘s something I 
really, really value about his communication skills.
 44
 
The speaker also spoke of the importance of another role model from her theological 
college: 
… later on …I really enjoyed listening to F_, partly because of 
the academic rigour tempered by humanity that she brought to 
her preaching… I take different bits from different preachers, I 
take them as gifts offered, really.
45
  
A very good self-reflective quality probably contributed to an ability to benefit from 
a wide range of role models. An open or flexible attitude to others would also seem 
to be beneficial to the learning of this preacher.  
Finally I want to take note of the subject who, despite efforts at self-reflection, was 
not able to identify specific influences: 
I have to say that this whole question of trying to work out what 
has influenced me I do find incredibly difficult to answer. I‘ve 
given it a lot of thought since you actually wrote and said what it 
was going to be about. It‘s just an intriguing one to think about. I 




However, even she was constrained by her understanding of learning and specifically 
how preaching is learned to admit that  
It must have been caught from people I‘ve seen, and it must have 
inspired me, even though I can‘t actually identify people.
47
  
Despite the large amount of reflection about role models gained from the 
interviewees, this speaker‘s hesitation does point up the limitation of the 
phenomenological method used to explore this area. More explicit and conscious 
reflections are available from the interviewees on the style and effects of mentors, for 
this is a far stronger intentional relationship. 
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Mentoring 
For the participants in this field study, mentoring was also experienced outside of the 
relationship with the Methodist Local Preachers‘ Tutor, and it is important to 
emphasise that the study therefore is of the student‘s experience of different kinds of 
mentoring rather than any kind of evaluation of the formal Methodist provision of a 
Mentor. It should also be noted Wilkinson only acted as a Local Preachers‘ Tutor to 
one of the subjects interviewed, although I will maintain that his influence on some 
went beyond modelling preaching and leadership – particularly where there was a 
working or collaborative relationship – to what may in fact be characterised as good 
mentoring practice. 
Looking at the volume of the discourse on different subjects, the most significant 
features of mentoring that the subjects discussed in the interviews were coaching 
(attention to practice through feedback and guided reflection), teaching (imparting 
knowledge, advice, wisdom, etc) and encouragement (personal support and guidance 
with the result of strengthening resolve and dedication to the task of learning 
preaching.)   
Mentioned less often and discussed less extensively, but still apparently significant 
for student development were: learning through observation of the mentor, being 
given responsibility and feeling free to experiment, and being encouraged to find 
one‘s own voice, to depart from the model or models offered by the mentor. 
Although not all experiences of mentors were positive, there were only two who 
made no comment about any significant mentoring experience or who had had no 
contact with a Tutor. 
The effect of the mentor that was mentioned most often by the interviewees was the 
attention to practice, engaging in reviewing the student‘s work or giving valuable 
feedback. This extended in one case to devising and implementing a peer review / 
relationship structure that was highly valued. This is of course not direct mentoring, 
but it did seem to derive from Wilkinson‘s wider approach to encouraging and 
developing the ministries of others.  
Along with the importance of feedback was teaching: Seven out of the twelve 
referred to significantly effective didactic input from mentors (who were not always 
the Local Preachers‘ Tutor). Aligned with this in the minds of three interviewees was 
what could be learned through what one termed ‗osmosis‘  and which occurred as 
practice and theory were discussed in the context of active collaborative ministry by 
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the student and the mentor, quite often in the company of others. Thus L__, a female 
then in her twenties: 
I remember leading a service where I was leading and David was 
preaching, and so within that meeting beforehand when you kind 
of meet to plan the worship, there‘s a kind of interaction and 
discussion about what worship‘s about and what do you hope 
will happen, and I think that was really important in learning, not 
just planning, but stuff that I guess probably most people assume 
that you learn by osmosis or something.
48
 
Here is an example of situated learning that seems to have encompassed learning by 
doing, married theory with practice, and incorporated reflection on practice, but 
within an informal mentoring rather than formal institutional structure. Implicit in 
this description is also an interaction with peers, supporting the significance of peers 
to the learning, as discussed earlier.  
Two of the contributors, slightly older, were employed by the church and so worked 
with and under Wilkinson. They also spoke of the impact of peer relationships on 
their development. P__, a male in his thirties at the time, emphasised the 
encouragement that he was given as much by the way of working as by what may 
have been said: 
from day one it was clear to me that he [Wilkinson] valued my 
ministry, what I could contribute, and he wasn‘t simply going to 
say, ―right, here‘s your task, go and do it,‖ (but) ―we‘re going to 
sit down and we‘re going to pray together, we‘re going to work 
together, we‘re going to envision together about the church and 
about the Chaplaincy.‖ … That was a very important foundation 
because it gave me a security really…
49
 
Here the speaker values the collaboration, but particularly the respect he felt given to 
him by Wilkinson. That acknowledgement and acceptance is another example of 
legitimation accorded to the student or trainee, and its value was seen by this 
interviewee in terms of a relationship of friendship.  
Mentors were seen as responsible for a great deal of personal encouragement to the 
subjects. This was not always within the formal system. Referring to the large 
number of experienced preachers who effectively made up a community of practice, 
one female described the situation: 
…there were, as I said before, within this community lots of 
people around who would offer advice and encouragement, and 
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whom you knew you could go to if you were struggling with a 
particular issue…  ...because of this large contingent of 
preachers, preachers that were either younger preachers, or older 
preachers who were very interested in the younger preachers and 
wanting to encourage them.
50
 
Another one pointed up the effect on her of those who were available for advice and 
counsel: 
I think I had conversations with people when it felt kind of hard 
going and I thought, I felt like giving up on a couple of 
occasions, but there were people who came alongside…
51
 
Such encouragement encompassed one important area which argues against a view 
of mentoring as simply or primarily serving to induct the individual into the ways 
and mores of the community of practice. In several cases a rather anti-institutional 
effect is promoted when individuals are able to maintain considerable independence 
of thought and practice. T__ observed: 
I had been very struck as a very young evangelical by the 
challenge of having people whose theology I didn‘t respect 
terrifically from the Circuit listen to my sermons and give me 
feedback and the challenge that comes with that when you are in 
the Circuit situation and know that some people are, as I would 
have thought then, off the map in terms of theology [laughter] 




Mentoring and the provision in the system of a formal mentor was not always a 
positive experience. One female, then in her thirties commented: 
…he wasn‘t interested in developing me, he was interested in 
correcting me and what he saw was wrong with me.
53
 
This is another example of difference between mentor and student being allowed, 
and probably often encouraged, within the institutional structures. The interviewees 
seemed in general willing to turn theological differences to their educational 
advantage, and as noted in the first field study in chapter 6, this occurred slightly 
more often in the testimony of female respondents. In fact recognition of difference 
at some level is crucial for some, if it is done in an affirming, encouraging way. This 
may be seen in A__‘s affirmation of the mentoring received from her other Tutor:  
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M__, who was the person I was on note with and mentored me in 
that sense, she never did that. [i.e. correcting] She always valued 
who I was as an individual, she never wanted me to preach like 
her, she never wanted me to do it in her way, she let me be 
myself and pushed me to be myself.
54
 
This encouragement to ‗be myself‘ was mentioned by three of the subjects, and in 
such affirming ways, that it may be pointed out as feature of mentoring that 
contributes to important educational goals from the perspective of this particular 
institution‘s aims in training and developing its preachers. Thus K__ said: 
…while they were encouraging me to think about the things I 
needed to think about, they weren‘t trying to make me into 
clones of themselves, if you see what I mean. They kind of 
respected the differences too, and encouraged me to be myself, 
which I think is important.
55
 
Forms of mentoring, then, have been valued by many of the interviewees, for sound 
instruction, feedback on practice, and most particularly when accompanied by 
encouragement that affirms their emerging sense of who they are as preachers.  
Conclusion 
The preachers interviewed in this study exhibited a high degree of self-awareness 
and an ability to reflect on their development as preachers and the formative 
influences in this process. Senior role models contributed to their vocations, but not 
as much for this group as the permission given by the closely observed presence of 
peer role models. We see that with respect to a preacher‘s later development, senior 
role models (both those present in childhood or early faith development as well as 
those present when learning to preach) do have a significant part to play in 
contributing to the preacher‘s understanding of the task. A very important early stage 
of learning to preach would consist of identifying the models and their influence. In 
addition, the ‗hothouse‘ culture of Elm Hall Drive Methodist church from 1990-1995 
gave rise to significant and easily discernible learning influences. These were chiefly 
in the positive role models available,  encouragement to test a call to preach, and the 
spread of a mentoring effect that went beyond the occasionally inoperative system of 
having a mentor or supervisor assigned to the student who is On Note or On Trial. 
When older or more experienced preachers were able to come into contact with 
student preachers, there were clear benefits to the younger through feedback and 
encouragement. Collaborative working, through formal team ministry or informal 
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groupings coming together to plan experimental services, was significant for several 
of the subjects, and points again to the value of learning on the job in the company of 
more experienced practitioners.  
In the interviews conducted for this field study, the preachers have revealed that they 
had significant influences from precisely the kinds of social learning that I have been 
considering as part of being in intentional communities of preaching practice. In my 
final chapter I will draw together these strands and progress towards a set of 
recommendations and principles for best educative and learning practice. 
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Chapter 9 
Revising and exploring the community of practice 
In this chapter I summarise my research findings on formative influences on 
preachers. I consider limitations in the argument and areas requiring further research, 
and I propose a version of Lave and Wenger‘s concept of community of practice that 
can fruitfully apply to the developmental trajectories of Christian preachers. 
Theoretical overview 
In my Introduction I argued that learning to preach goes far beyond learning what to 
preach. Being orthodox does not guarantee being hermeneutically wise, homiletically 
capable, nor rhetorically effective. The meaning of the preaching event is not solely 
to be found in the theological content of the sermon, but must include the meaning-
making process in the interaction between God, the text, the preacher and the 
listeners. On this basis I have undertaken to examine the development of the preacher 
from a social perspective. This allows consideration of forms of learning that are 
mediated in the social and cultural environment of the preacher and that are, I am 
proposing, neglected or poorly understood in our time. Seeing the preacher as some 
kind of ‗divinely called auto-didact‘ can miss important elements vital for a thick 
description of the process of learning preaching.  
At the beginning of my research I asked a number of questions. Can learning and 
thinking styles and other cognitivist theories of learning be used to critique existing 
educational strategies for teaching preaching? How far can theories of social 
learning, including situated learning and the concept of the community of practice 
provide better models for improving the development of preachers? How extensive is 
imitation and modelling in the development of preachers, and to what extent can 
positive outcomes be encouraged? Is there an argument for a more substantive role 
for the supervisor / mentor / coach? How can peers and colleagues assist the growth 
of the learning preacher? To answer these questions I undertook research that was 
both theoretical and empirical. 
Adult learning, cognitive theories and learning styles 
In chapter 2 I considered varieties of cognitive learning theory from the individual 
perspective as they apply to the situation of adult learners. I drew an important 
distinction between adult education and adult learning, suggesting that the ‗turn to 
the learner‘ marked by concepts such as Malcolm Knowles‘ andragogy represented a 
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shift in understanding that was essentially empowering to the learner since it 
recognised many of the realities of how adult learners learn. A corollary is that 
students of preaching are in important respects in charge of their own learning. 
Institutions must be careful not to encroach upon that sovereignty with a one-size-
fits-all approach to curriculum planning. At the same time, and requiring what can 
seem at times like an unwise degree of trust in institutional structures, ministers in 
the process of Christian formation require a child-like submission to God and an 
open-ness to learning from God. In essence, preachers in training should be treated 
like adults by the institutions, but should themselves have a child-like aspect to their 
learning. This means being ‗teachable‘ and having an open attitude towards learning, 
and a generous response to those supervising their learning. It could mean as well 
embracing instructional correction as from God. This sounds an idealistic 
prescription, but one that derives from wisdom both natural and biblical. 
Dismissing a strictly behavioural analysis of the preacher‘s development, I 
considered learning in terms of cognitive process and thinking styles and asked 
whether Howard Gardner‘s theory of multiple intelligences, constructivist learning 
theories and the idea of conceptions of learning can contribute to our understanding 
of the task of learning to preach. These theories do show points of connection, but 
the concept of learning styles was seen to lack theoretical coherence and empirical 
verification, as well as having methodological limitations in the practical world of 
classroom instruction. The concept is not without merit, however, when students are 
invited to engage with it, and helped to reflect and gain insight into their own 
preferred mode of learning. This can in turn give them opportunities to control their 
own learning and to become more effective and sympathetic teachers themselves.  
In summary, the concept of learning styles is less useful for changing methods of 
teaching, but very useful if it feeds into the action-reflection cycle of learning, and 
builds on the self-regulation of adult learners. This draws most importantly on the 
learning cycle as described by Honey and Mumford and based on the work of D.A. 
Kolb as cited in chapter 2. The dissenting voice of Phil Race usefully reminds the 
pedagogue that learning schemata are not to be imposed on adult learners. Instead a 
richly described model of what happens naturally (or at least what can happen 
optimally) can make teachers aware of the respect and accommodation to differences 
that should be accorded adult learners. The persistence of traditional attitudes and 
practices, and a chronic limitation on resources may ultimately give the lie to 
protestations of ‗student-centred learning.‘ But as educators in their own preaching 
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ministry, ministers will also benefit from recognising the varieties of learning styles 
in congregations they face, and should take steps to ensure that their preaching is 
richly formulated to serve these differences. 
Imitation and role models 
In chapter 3 I began a transition to socially-oriented theories of learning by 
examining the concept of imitation. Imitation, or mimesis, is seen by some to run 
through human endeavour, psychology and culture in fundamental ways. It may be 
pictured as a driving force, a fuel or chemical reaction that keeps the social engine 
running. To explore it fully theologically and with respect to preaching has been 
notably done in a recently completed doctoral dissertation by Allan G. Demond.
1
 I 
limit myself to the observation that mimesis can also be seen to have been provided 
by God for the generation of much that is positive and redeemable about human 
existence. It is present in all forms of learning for the sake of the greater good, and 
particularly as the believer seeks to be more like Christ.  
I noted that teachers of preaching from Augustine to the present have recognised and 
recommended imitation as of prima facie value to the preacher who desires to learn 
from others. But copying and mere behavioural imitation are discouraged, lest in 
Fred Craddock‘s words it produce ―caricatures in the pulpit.‖
2
 Instead writers speak 
of paying attention in order to ―catch the spirit‖ of great preachers
3
 or of having their 
―attitudes, philosophy, and style of preaching‖
4
 formed by modelling themselves on 
preachers heard in younger years. By way of examples I briefly considered African-
American traditions of learning preaching, and examined the influence of possible 
role models for the great Welsh preacher Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones, himself a 
frequently acknowledged model for many evangelical and non-conformist preachers 
today. I further argued that learning preaching by imitation may be seen in three 
areas that contribute to the identity and functioning of the preacher: skills 
development, character formation, and theological standpoint. 
I suggested that, from Paul‘s urging in Philippians 2:5, for example, imitation is, as it 
were woven into the fabric of discipleship, and that the development of the 
preacher‘s character is bound to be a matter of striving to be more like those close 
role models who themselves are evidently and earnestly engaged in imitatio Christi. 
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But is this supported by the experiences and testimonies of preachers today? The 
modelling dynamic may well be operating at a level beneath articulation or conscious 
reflection, but at the level of phenomenological investigation allowed by my research 
methods, there is not a strong stream of evidence, as we saw and upon which I will 
shortly comment. 
Situated learning and mentoring 
Having noted something of the cultural, anthropological and theological significance 
of imitation, it then became possible to consider some more overt and outward 
patterns and activities in the social development of the preacher. Thus in chapter 4 I 
examined theories of situated learning and mentoring. Situated learning encompasses 
‗learning through doing,‘ which is fundamental to developing as a preacher, but goes 
far beyond it, to encompass the relationships with peers, role models, mentors, 
assessors, and congregations that both feed into practical competence and are part of 
the community agreement or status bestowed on the learner that he or she has 
become competent. I located this analysis within ‗communities of practice‘ that 
enable ‗legitimate peripheral participation,‘ as defined and explored by Jean Lave 
and Etienne Wenger. The concepts were proposed firstly in a study of five widely 
varying learning situations,
5
 and developed by Wenger in later works.
6
 Were there, I 
asked at the beginning of my research, any such learning situations for preachers that 
resembled these and could be called a community of practice? 
In the second part of chapter 4 I discussed mentoring and peer learning as 
particularly grounded aspects of situated learning, and I examined the concepts for 
potential application to the learning of preaching. Mentoring and forms of coaching 
are in some senses structurally established in denominational training schemes such 
as those provided by the Methodist Church in the UK and the Church of England. I 
observed that a primary weakness or point of compromise can occur when the 
mentor is expected also to evaluate and provide reports which materially affect the 
student‘s career progress. To this it might be objected that, as in the traditional 
communities of practice as first examined by Lave and Wenger, those individuals 
providing help and guidance are in practice the same ones charged with delivering 
evaluative assessment.  
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Peer learning 
The only set of relationships that seems free of the gate-keeper‘s oversight is the peer 
group, where one implicit condition of the trust peers put in one another is that they 
do not have the institutional assessor‘s power over one another. As noted above, the 
potential of learning from and through peer groups and that of peer-assisted learning 
is supported by a body of educational literature, although the particularities of 
Christian ministers learning to preach together are only just beginning to be 
addressed.
7
 When the developmental practice of preaching is conducted in the 
context of a peer group, it finds favour with students and teachers. The fact remains 
that it is much rarer to find this kind of educational practice in homiletics in UK than 
in US seminaries. 
A particular kind of community of preaching practice that I had wanted to investigate 
is the interaction of peers in assisting each other as members of a community in their 
development as preachers. In theory, this had the strength of involving practitioners 
who have roughly equal status and who are engaged in the same or similar practices, 
such as preparing and delivering sermons, and would fit with the first dimension of a 
community of practice as Wenger defined it, that it was ―a community of mutual 
engagement.‖ Yet so infrequently in the first two field studies did I find coherent 
mention of or extended reflection on peer-assisted learning that I had to reconsider 
this. In the data generated by the preachers studied for this research, there was hardly 
ever mentioned a particular network or group of preachers to whom on a day-to-day, 
or even month-by-month basis a preaching minister could refer for advice or 
comfort. There was seldom meaningful contact or any sense of relationship with 
other preachers (qua preachers) which would allow them to benefit from the 
experience of seniors, to pass on their experience, or to be a positive role model for 
those who were less experienced or advanced in the work. If pastors‘ fellowships, 
ministers‘ presbyteries, or deanery meetings ever function in these ways, it was not 
mentioned by the participants in my research.  
I noted in chapter 8 that there was a small seam to be mined in the third field study 
where the young Methodist preachers spoke about the influence of peers during the 
period when they were receiving their call to preach, and one instance of a 
continuing support network. These instances do not, as I will discuss shortly, ‗make 
the grade‘ for a demonstration of a community of practice as such, nor does what 
happened in this respect resemble very much the practice of peer-assisted learning as 
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 I have already cited several contributors to Long and Tisdale, eds., Teaching Preaching. 
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often advocated by educational theorists for the learning of children. Nevertheless, 
from its apparent significance for some of these ministers, I do believe I am able to 
make recommendations for the establishment of learning structures for preaching 
that are peer-oriented and that owe much to the ideas of community of practice.
8
  
Learning with the congregation 
But was there another understanding of community of practice that would illuminate 
the learning trajectory of the preacher by making reference to the social location(s), 
or habitus of that practice? The dimension of ‗mutual engagement‘ that marks a 
community of practice is in fact powerfully present in the sermon event, in which the 
preacher may be the active mouthpiece and the congregation silent participants, but 
which is also marked by powerful if hidden negotiations over the social meaning, as 
well as the meaning(s) in the thematic sense, of the sermon. This brings in a second 
dimension of a community of practice, that members are engaged in a ‗negotiated 
enterprise.‘ For example, there is usually a subtle communal negotiation over the 
language that may be used in a sermon, the issues that may be addressed by a 
sermon, and the responses that may be made to a sermon. 
The third dimension according to Wenger recognises that the community of practice 
draws on a ‗shared repertoire‘ composed of ―resources for negotiating meaning.‖ 
Again, this requires a degree of generous interpretation to be applicable to the 
relationship of preacher and congregation, but important correspondences were 
identified. The preacher and any congregation faced with a new (to them) preacher 
are both in important ways learning to preach as the preaching resources are 
identified, negotiated and utilised for the preaching event. An important implication 
is that preachers entering parish or Circuit ministry with regular preaching 
commitments can be much more aware of the process by which they and their 
congregations will together learn to preach the sermons that God has for that church 
at that time. 
Community of practice indicators 
Wenger went on to note fourteen indicators that a community of practice has 
formed.
9
 These were: sustained mutual relationships, substantial overlap in 
participants‘ descriptions of who belongs, mutually defining identities, and certain 
                                                 
8
 Extensive practical implications arising from ideas of teaching preaching within communities of 
practice are also developed by the Catholic homiletician Gregory Heille, ―Finding Support from 
School, Denomination and Academy‖ in ibid., pp. 223-238. 
9
 Wenger, Communities of Practice, pp. 125-126. 
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styles recognised as displaying membership. In the area of task-oriented indicators, 
he lists knowing what others know, what they can do, and how they can contribute to 
an enterprise, along with shared ways of engaging in doing things together, rapid 
flow of information and propagation of innovation, absence of introductory 
preambles, very quick setup of a problem to be discussed, and the ability to assess 
the appropriateness of actions and products. He also includes specific tools, 
representations and other artifacts, local lore, shared stories, inside jokes, knowing 
laughter, jargon and shortcuts to communication, and finally a shared discourse 
reflecting a certain perspective on the world.  
One of the paradigmatic groups he studied were service engineers for office 
photocopiers. In fact, it is not difficult to see a version of virtually all of these 
indicators in most groups of preachers when considered as practitioners together with 
peers and with their accustomed hearers. Exceptions would probably be ‗rapid flow 
of information and propagation of innovation,‘ and ‗very quick set-up of a problem 
to be discussed‘ and ‗knowing what others know‘ – signs that preaching is practiced 
in far more creative and individual ways than photocopier repairs. Thank goodness.  
I have however resisted the attempt to map these factors directly onto the empirical 
data. This is principally because of the range and depth of the sociological study that 
would be required to do so. Secondly, such an effort would probably not be repaid 
when the best outcome for a study like this is enlightenment about existing practice 
and the improvement of future practice, rather than a quasi-scientific proof of precise 
correlations. Instead I have asked whether a version of the concept oriented towards 
practical theology might be useful. What might this look like?  
Revising the concept 
The concept of community of practice as advanced and developed by Lave and 
Wenger has specific aspects and implications and, as I discussed in chapter 4, it is 
important to respect these parameters lest unwarranted conclusions be advanced 
concerning forms of social learning and types of community neither considered by 
their research nor envisaged in their conclusions. This means being specific about the 
ways in which preachers may or may not belong to communities of practice with 
respect to their learning and personal development as preachers. On the basis of my 
empirical research, there does not appear to exist in the field among preachers and 
those learning to preach sufficiently exact correspondence with the kinds of social 
learning that they (Lave and Wenger) elucidate that can justify transferring in 
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wholesale fashion the full breadth of their conclusions and recommendations. As 
Wenger notes, ―Calling every imaginable social configuration a community of 
practice would render the concept meaningless.‖
10
 Rather than abandon Lave and 
Wenger‘s concept, I will propose a variant of it to help us to evaluate existing 
practice and to envisage and imagine improvements in the learning experiences of 
those called to preach. 
The (mostly) reformed, Protestant preachers that I have studied are, I have argued, 
involved in and are dependent on socially mediated learning experiences. 
Community is the locus for their practice (for no-one preaches to an empty room). 
Other preachers feature more or less strongly in their formative processes, and they 
are dependent on traditions of preaching that are made present to them in early and 
later stages of their careers. As a modification of Lave and Wenger‘s ―community of 
practice‖ I am proposing that highly significant aspects of the learning trajectories of 
preachers take place in what I will term ―communities of agreed sermonic 
enterprise.‖ 
I am using the term enterprise instead of practice for it brings with it teleological and 
purposive connotations of words such as ‗venture‘ and ‗project‘, of endeavours with 
quite definite and identifiable aims in view. Naturally the enterprise is sermonic, that 
is to say, it is to do with the sermon as a ―naming and narrating‖ event.
11
 But the 
preparation leading to that event and the follow-on from that event also deserve to be 
considered as part of the enterprise, shaping that event-in-time along with subsequent 
sermon events involving the same participants. Finally, it is an agreed enterprise. 
There exists a shared understanding of the value, of the purpose, and of at least some 
of the means to achieve that purpose. This small term betrays perhaps a serious 
stumbling block, for preachers are by no means all agreed on the nature of what they 
are doing. The expectations of listeners, instruction of mentors, and examples of 
immensely diverse practices may together make even a lowest common denominator 
impossible to find for the preacher caught in the cross-fire, as it were. We cannot 
always take for granted a high level of agreement in the sermonic enterprise, but it is 
reasonable to trust that the enterprise will include a joint pursuit of truth and 
understanding of what is a sermon, what it is for, and what it sounds and feels like.  
                                                 
10
 Ibid., p. 122. Although as discussed in chapter 4, their description of what constitutes a community 
opened up their definition to just that criticism. 
11
 As discussed in ch. 1, p. 20 in which I describe the sermon, after Buttrick, as: ―a negotiated event 
that takes place within a community and which has explanatory power to constitute the community.‖ 
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Six frames of the CASE concept 
To aid this pursuit I am proposing six frames through which a community of agreed 
sermonic enterprise (CASE) may be viewed. The first frame is the homiletical 
teaching and the accumulated, expressed wisdom about preaching that the novice 
preacher can receive didactically in various ways and settings from the Christian 
community of which she or he is a part. To be sure, books and treatises on preaching, 
lectures and other forms of verbal instruction are primarily an aspect of cognitive 
forms of learning, as discussed in chapters 2 and 3. They may be received in quite 
individualistic, not social ways. But it is important to recognise that, in the ‗thick‘ 
description of social learning that I have attempted, such forms of instruction are also 
properly speaking one way in which the communities of Christian preachers extend 
and replicate themselves over time. In my empirical studies, however, there was a 
general lack of testimony to the effectiveness of, and lack of appreciation of such 
forms of didactic instruction. The explication of concepts is but one aspect of the 
community of agreed sermonic enterprises; there are other frames by which we must 
view what is happening when a preacher learns to preach. 
A second frame is the andragogical, or adult learning counterpart to the first frame. It 
outlines and describes the learning dynamic of the community. Of course this will 
draw on the traditions and understandings of Christian education, and will recognise 
that preaching has dual status in this respect: preaching as practice is on the one hand 
a small part of the many Christian practices that are continually being learned by the 
gathered church community. On the other hand preaching is a significant means for 
some of that learning to take place. It is necessary to avoid confusing these.  
Malcolm Knowles‘s six key principles of adult learning
12
 are important to observe in 
the relationships between all the agents in the CASE: the learner preacher, the 
mentor, the role model, the peer practitioner, and the congregation.   
The third frame is the ‗cloud of witnesses,‘ or in other words the traditional examples 
of preaching and Christian witness and exemplars from the past. As experienced by a 
developing preacher, the cloud of witnesses also includes role models, and what 
David Schlafer termed the ‗ghosts and graces‘ of one‘s ‗preaching parents.‘
13
 
Preachers heard and / or seen in action, live or on video, sermons read or listened to 
through audio recordings will have an impact, often through the imitative 
mechanisms identified in chapter 4. As I noted in my comments on the formation of 
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 According to Malcolm Knowles as discussed in ch. 2, p. 51. 
13
 Schlafer, Your Way with God's Word, p. 33. 
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the preacher in chapter 1, the student preacher is also subject to the dynamic of 
character formation and transformation during and following these encounters, as the 
meaning of the sermons become the means of God‘s graceful work on the listening 
preacher-to-be. The social aspect of this formational dynamic is noted by James 
Nieman as ―the way social character formation occurs among those who engage a 
particular practice within its governing domain.‖
14
 The third frame is thus concerned 
with both role models and their effect on the learner preacher. 
A fourth frame allows us to consider the relationships between preachers and their 
mentors, and the kind of positive and negative effects, affirming as well as 
discouraging, that a mentor can have on a preacher. Do schemes for mentoring fall 
far short of the beneficial effects of a mentor freely chosen by the preacher and 
coming at a time that the student preacher chooses? Again, the matter of character 
formation, of being moulded by the attention and influence of another, is implicit in 
this frame. 
Fifthly, these communities may be framed by considering the peer practitioners, and 
relationships with those whose self-identity involves a sense of equality of 
experience and expertise. Such relationships provide a companionship that can work 
in affective ways to support and encourage. They can also provide resources to assist 
in achieving preaching tasks as well as providing stimuli to creativity and innovation 
that are part of significant developmental movements in the project of learning to 
preach. The enthusiasm expressed for ad hoc versions of peer assisted learning, 
though infrequent in the empirical studies, align with theoretical underpinnings to 
support my argument that it could and should be developed as part of a learning 
community. 
Finally my proposed concept of a community of agreed sermonic enterprise may be 
framed by viewing the congregation as listener, as teacher and as learner. A minister 
or priest arriving in a church or parish will encounter a set of expectations about the 
sermons preached as part of worship. There will be more or less precisely expressed 
customs regarding a sermon‘s length and its place in the service, the position of 
delivery, and the homiletical nature of the sermon: is it teaching on Christian living 
and discipleship, exposition of scripture, topical, sacramental, etc. Less explicit but 
still discernable is the thematic relationship of the sermon to scripture, to Christian 
tradition and doctrine, and to the rest of the service or liturgy. There will also be 
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congregational expectations and understandings for the minister to discover about the 
rhetoric of the sermon, its intellectual level, the style of public speaking, and the 
degree of self-revelation allowed, and of course this is a two-way process: the 
congregation has things to learn from most preachers about listening to sermons and 
hearing the word of God. All of these are part of the negotiation that takes place as a 
preacher and a congregation learn to create together that sermon event.  
This is not new – in their 1989 book on learning preaching cited earlier, Wardlaw et 
al. note: 
We purposely involve the students in teaching methods that 




Here the institutional setting being referred to consciously and strategically looks 
forward to the future setting of learning preaching that happens (most often) after 
training. Feedback and reflection on practice facilitated and provided by select 
congregational members, allows the preacher to learn and to develop sermons that 
are not only better sermons, but better for the community. Such a feedback context 
can be as intimate as one or two trusted church members providing criticism and 
assessment, or as broad as a web-based ‗blog‘ where reactions to and discussions of a 




Less widely used, but not without strong advocates in the field of homiletics is the 
creation of sermon planning groups to facilitate the creation of sermons that reflect 
more accurately the concerns and issues facing the intended listeners. This can take a 
variety of forms, and no doubt internet-based communication can extend the 
possibilities here as well.  
These six frames enable us to evaluate training schemes and the contexts in which 
future preachers must learn. They will be used to assist in analysing the empirical 
studies and in the last chapter to develop both theological reflection and practical 
recommendation. 
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 Wardlaw and Baumer, Learning Preaching,  p. 12. 
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 Such on line reactions to sermons, as well as the recycling of sermons, in both text and video form 
(e.g. YouTube™) considerable extend the ‗biography‘ of sermons. This is a phenomenon too new to 
be treated in this study, but I would suggest that learning to preach cultural ‗texts‘ that can or may be 
recycled in these ways is a further challenge to the developing twenty-first century preacher. 
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Empirical review 
After detailing the research methodologies in chapter 5, I analysed three field studies 
in the following three chapters. In these I attempted by means of a kind of empirical 
triangulation to locate the concepts phenomenologically in the experiences of a range 
of Protestant UK preachers. Here I review those findings and consider how they 
support the CASE concept. 
Church of Scotland ministers 
The first field study was based on an electronic questionnaire completed by 180 
Church of Scotland ministers. I decided to focus on those who had been preaching 
for fourteen years or less (50% of the sample) to enable a more consistent evaluation 
of current or recent training opportunities that such a cohort might have shared, as 
well as to limit the colourations and distortions of memory. I recognised that the 
demand characteristics of my survey meant that I was possibly working with a 
sample of ministers who were more committed to or interested in preaching than the 
population of Church of Scotland ministers as a whole. For this reason not too much 
should be inferred from the agreement by 89% of the sample with the statement that 
―preaching has always formed a significant part of my vocation,‖ however 
encouraging that might sound to denominational boards and councils. Instead I 
thought it important to look for background variations in attitudes to learning within 
the sample. I began with an attempt to identify motivations to learn in terms of 
vocation, current practice of preaching, and admiration of role models. The PPA 
(what I termed a Positive Preaching Attitude) was a factor that I identified 
statistically from the answers to a range of variables. These variables correlated 
strongly enough with each other to enable me to speak of each respondent‘s attitude 
to preaching within his or her ministry and with respect to learning approaches.  
This PPA factor demonstrated an interesting distribution across the sample, in that 
female ministers showed a different pattern from that of the males. The males in the 
survey sample clustered towards the higher PPA factor values, while the females 
spread across the range of values for this factor more evenly.
17
 Why are women from 
the same cohorts so much less interested in preaching than men? This certainly 
highlights a need for further research. 
The PPA factor proved useful in locating expressed attitudes and outlooks within 
both theological frameworks of sermon understanding and educational frameworks 
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of learning situations. Thus I sought to investigate a correlation between the PPA 
factor and any of the theological understandings of the preacher‘s role. The 
theological understanding of preaching that dominated in the sample as a whole 
viewed the preacher as Educator (expanded in the questionnaire as ―Explaining and 
helping listeners to understand and apply Christian principles‖). That this is the 
dominant view or understanding among the sample indicates a belief or 
understanding that Christian education should be offered to the congregation and 
presumably that it should make something of a difference to the lives they lead. 
There is a clear alignment with a major understanding of the form and purpose of 
preaching, as discussed in the Introduction.
18
  
Looking more deeply, it emerged that Herald (of Good News), Guardian (of received 
truth in scripture and doctrine), Parent (pastoral nurturing and protecting), and 
Expositor (explaining and applying Scripture) clustered together. This is not to say 
that they were equally prevalent, but that there was a correlation of these views with 
each other among the respondents. I then found a striking (if not exactly surprising) 
correlation between a high PPA factor and the view of the preacher as Expositor. 
Combined with a strong and significant correlation of the PPA factor with 
understanding the preacher as Herald and as Guardian, the picture emerges of a 
commitment, held by those who value preaching most highly, to certain modes of 
preaching that are, as I put it, ―oriented around scripture and orthodoxy and their 
application to the life of the believer.‖
19
 In other words those who most value 
preaching believe that its principal functions in the church are to teach from Holy 
Scripture, to proclaim the Gospel, and to inculcate and preserve right belief in their 
listeners.  
Thus far I had only demonstrated empirically what may be gleaned from common 
approaches to preaching held by Reformed teachers of preaching, but it is a result 
nonetheless that confirms a widespread acceptance of such approaches. What is of 
greater interest here is any correlation of a high PPA factor with homiletical subject 
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 It is useful to note that there may be a reflection here too of the modes of training received and 
experienced by the ministers. Lecture-based teaching, in my experience of listening to ordinands and 
candidates for the ministry, can lead to or encourage a lecture style of preaching, where the emphasis 
is on transmission of knowledge rather than speech that aims to persuade and change. This was not 
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summarised by the question, how far are styles of teaching experienced in ministerial formation 
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Contrasting Theologies of Preaching on the Teaching of Preaching in British Institutions of Higher 
Learning' (Dissertation, St Andrews, 1989). 
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areas AND with learning teaching modes. I found a preference for conceptually-
oriented processes of continuing their development as preachers. However, I was 
surprised to find no clear correlation between the PPA factor and preferred 
educational methods or modes of homiletics development during ordination training.  
Noting that those with a high PPA factor appear to have no great difficulty learning 
to preach, perhaps our concern should be with those who have a low PPA factor, 
since all ministers have preaching duties, and will need to learn to do it to at least a 
basic level of competency. Can we uncover directions and advice for life-long 
learning, or guidance for institutions that will help?  
Across the sample as a whole, the most appreciated methods in widespread use were 
giving a sermon in a placement church with feedback, and giving a sermon followed 
by tutor or mentor feedback. These were not as widely experienced as other methods, 
or as often as might be desirable, but where experienced, they tended to be strongly 
appreciated. There are two conclusions from this particular finding relevant to this 
research. The first is that it demonstrates a clear embodiment of several of the major 
principles of adult learning, such as the importance of learning taking place in 
response to an obvious need to learn, taking place in a real-life situation, and taking 
place where there are problems to be solved. We also see evidence here of the action-
reflection cycle of learning that is so valuable to the ‗reflective practitioner.‘ Both of 
these aspects of adult learning are highlighted by the learning frame of the CASE 
concept. 
The second conclusion involves the aspects of situated learning reflected in these 
preferred learning modes. Here there is more evidence for a community of agreed 
sermonic enterprise, for in the feedback received from congregation and mentor, it 
would appear that the values and ideals of the community are reinforced, and the 
language of the preacher is shaped to conform to that of the community. The precise 
nature and effect of congregational feedback on a preacher are worthy of a small 
research study. Of course, the need to understand the congregation, informally or 
through structured surveys, is beginning to be appreciated. I have pointed this out in 
my recent handbook on preaching in which I wrote: 
Mark Greene in The Three-Eared Preacher … explores this 
concept in depth and the book contains sample surveys to be 
used. For congregations that may be resistant to questionnaires, 
Leonora Tubbs Tisdale develops alternative ways of ‗exegeting 
the congregation‘ in her Preaching as Local Theology and Folk 
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Art … These are part of a growing literature on congregational 
studies that preachers should make part of their own study.
20
 
Turning to the specific reported influence of mentors and role models, I noted that 
for those who had experience of coaching and oversight of their preaching from 
mentors, this was thought to be a strongly positive experience, especially when this 
had been provided by someone who had also been a role model prior to the student‘s 
ordination or candidature for the ministry. It also emerged that those who had early 
role models who had also mentored them, tended to report an equally positive 
experience from having mentors when in training. This suggests that receptivity to 
mentoring is as important as the provision of high quality mentoring. From the 
theological educator‘s perspective, an important area for further research is the extent 
to which student orientation to learning from mentoring may be grown and enhanced, 
or whether it is more or less fixed in a student from an early age or according to their 
personality. 
There was a gender difference here, as fewer male ministers spoke of having had 
mentors, and further investigation is warranted to determine, for instance, whether 
there are gender-related tendencies to benefit from mentoring in preaching, as has 
been seen in other educational contexts. For instance, in a recent article on women‘s 
leadership development, focussing on women seeking high level administrative 
leadership positions in faith-based liberal arts institutions, Lafreneier and Longman 
found that: 
The shadowing/mentoring experience had the greatest influence 
on increasing the participants' confidence in themselves as 




The professions examined here would seem to parallel both preaching and the church 
leadership roles often (but by no means inevitably) associated with preaching. This 
indicates a particularly important area for further research in gender studies.  
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I noted that the only two methods experienced by more than 75% of the respondents 
were feedback from preaching in a placement church and voice training. I also noted 
that voice training generated the greatest range of reactions, negative and positive, 
indicating that a problem exists in matching educational provision to student needs 
and expectations. That there were only two widely experienced learning methods for 
the sample studied would seem to indicate a degree of institutional ambivalence 
towards the practicalities of helping preachers learn. Recommendations at the end of 
this chapter are an attempt to address these shortcomings.  
Preachers’ autobiographical essays 
The second field study analysed in chapter 7 drew on fifteen autobiographical essays 
written for a book I edited in 2004 and in which a selection of established and 
experienced practitioners reflected on their development and individual journeys as 
preachers.
22
 The writers nearly all testified to the reality and strength of their inner 
vocation or sense of calling. In this they were guided by the wording of the original 
invitation to contribute to the book, and many were writing in the discourse and 
understanding of ministry within their traditions. This could sometimes be seen as 
providing strong, affective, intrinsic motivation both to preach and to learn to preach, 
motivation that, as we have discussed, is contributory to psychological mechanisms 
enabling efficient and so-called ‗deep‘ learning.
23
 I noted that explicitly remembered 
encouragement and feedback did not feature significantly in the accounts, nor did 
formal instruction during ministerial training, nor anything that would be 
recognisable as peer group influence. The communities of agreed sermonic enterprise 
in which these preachers grew up as children and / or were incorporated as adults 
were marked much more significantly by role models and mentors. Such figures 
were frequently mentioned, nearly always with admiration as well as gratitude: this is 
not perhaps surprising in an essay written for publication. Several preachers noted 
and reflected upon the power of the church culture in which they grew up, their 
familial culture, and / or their societal culture to impart values, skills, problems to be 
solved and conceptual frameworks which became operative for their preaching 
activity then or in later life. The individual church congregation is seen by some to 
be highly important in teaching the minister how to preach. Of the six frames through 
which a CASE may be viewed, number 3 (the ‗cloud of witnesses‘) number 4 
(mentors) and number 6 (congregations) feature prominently in these testimonies and 
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thus contributes to my thesis that preaching is significantly learned within its social 
contexts. In common with findings from the first field study, peer assisted learning 
(the fifth frame) hardly features at all, indicating that such learning, while 
commendable, is not historically a part of very many preachers‘ training.  
Liverpool Methodist preachers 
It was clear that for the twelve preachers interviewed here there were many different 
influences and different kinds of influence. In keeping with the Methodist discourse 
of vocation, candidates spoke at length of their ―call to preach‖ and related that sense 
of vocation to their learning opportunities and challenges. The level of self-reflection 
on learning related to early development was generally high, and seems to be related 
to the emphasis on understanding and weighing the call to preach. Teaching within a 
classroom environment or through written material appeared less valued than 
receiving appropriate and constructive feedback on practice, seeing role models (both 
older and of the same age), and having mentors who provide a balance of 
encouragement, teaching, advice and good example. All of these are in theory built 
into the structures of Methodist training of Local Preachers. This field study indicates 
that their delivery is qualitatively less consistent than students of preaching would 
like or could benefit from. However the examination of an exceptional community of 
agreed sermonic enterprise, marked by an unusual number of preaching vocations, 
reveals factors in learning preaching that may usefully be sought outside such 
environments as this community.  
This community owed a great deal of its nurturing function to the minister of the 
church attended in the early 1990‘s by all of the preachers interviewed for this study: 
Elm Hall Drive Methodist Church and the associated Methodist Chaplaincy at 
Liverpool University. David Wilkinson spoke in his interview of his own calling and 
gifting to be a preacher. He also spoke of the importance of developing younger or 
newer preachers through modelling good preaching and through affirming them by 
giving them opportunities with significant responsibility to learn through doing and 
through collaboration with others. 
I recognised that vocation was very much part of the discourse of ministerial 
development in the Methodist Church. Not surprisingly, most respondents spoke of 
their call to preach as having come from God, while recognising social influences 
such as advice or guidance from others to the effect that they ought or ought not to be 
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seeking a preaching ministry.
24
 For these preachers the ‗call to preach‘ had a strongly 
individual quality, and it would be inaccurate and theologically deficient to view 
such calling entirely, or even chiefly, in social terms. Nevertheless several 
respondents were able to locate a significant part of their calling and /or their early 
development as preachers in the effect on them of observing peers preaching who 
were of similar age, stage, and (occasionally) gender. Collaboration with peers in 
leadership tasks related to worship and preaching was also highly regarded by some. 
The value placed on this mode or locus of learning was significantly if not 
universally affirmed by the interviewees. On the other hand, there was no evidence 
of formal educational structures that had peer-assisted learning at their core. Instead 
it appears that there were ad hoc arrangements for collaboration.  
Several were particularly appreciative of the confidence they gained through being 
given permission and entrusted with responsibility in leading worship, and this they 
felt fed into their development later as preachers. Being given responsibility before 
demonstrating competence imparts confidence, and confidence is an important 
precursor to acquiring competence. Being given responsibility, formally or 
informally, is also a way of conferring on the learner a status of legitimacy which, 
although peripheral, is important to the learning dynamic in these communities of 
agreed sermonic enterprise.  
Conclusion 
The CASE concept has been suggested to me by an examination of the work of 
sociologists, but it will be apparent that CASE is a theological and not a sociological 
construct. It cannot be proved with social science, but has value as a paradigm for 
understanding and framing the learning experiences of preachers. It is presented with 
the training and practice of the church‘s ministers very much in mind. What kind of 
theological basis and implications could the concept have? In my final chapter I will 
briefly reflect theologically on the nature of communities of agreed sermonic 
enterprise, before concluding with practical recommendations. 
.  
                                                 
24
 Clearly God‘s guidance is presumed to be disclosed through the counsel of others. As discussed 
elsewhere, it is not my intention to imply any ‗quietism‘ or metaphysical dualism which treats the 
physical, psychological and social worlds and their discourse as being in opposition to theological 
understandings and explanations. 
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Chapter 10 
 Final Reflections and Conclusions 
If elephants can be trained to dance, lions to play, and leopards to 
hunt, surely preachers can be taught to preach.
25
  
My thesis has been that concepts of communities of practice and legitimate 
peripheral participation, along with recognition of role models and mentors, have a 
part to play in the life-long project that is learning to preach. Adult learning 
principles and cognitively oriented concepts are important, but an emphasis on 
didactic instruction can not only fail to teach preaching effectively but can impart 
deficient models of preaching practice. Socially grounded theories of learning 
contribute to a revision of the ‗community of practice‘ that I have termed the 
community of agreed sermonic enterprise (CASE). A CASE may be viewed through 
six frames, and these frames have both arisen from my empirical studies and in an 
iterative way have enhanced the analysis of the data. In this concluding chapter I will 
consider the CASE concept from several theological perspectives, seeking to outline 
the religious and ethical shape and reach of the concept. I follow this with a series of 
ten practical recommendations for the enhancement and enabling of the experience 
of learning to preach in the church today. 
Theological reflections 
A community of agreed sermonic enterprise is not a secular grouping, whose concern 
is wealth creation, or self-advancement or protection of the polis, nor is it a kinship 
group based on biological families. It is based on and part of koinonia (κοινωνία) – 
the gathered church – and must therefore both mirror and be a sub-set of the 
community practices of the church. A community oriented expression of Christian 
practice has been described as: 
Things Christian people do together over time to address 
fundamental human needs in response to and in the light of 
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 Desiderius Erasmus, quoted by Roland Herbert Bainton, Erasmus of Christendom (London: Collins, 
1970), p. 323. 
26
 Craig Dykstra and Dorothy C. Bass, 'A Theological Understanding of Christian Practices', in 
Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life, ed. by M. Volf and D.C. Bass (Grand 
Rapids, MI; Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2002), p. 18. The definition is taken from an earlier book edited 
by Bass but ―strengthened by the addition of the words ‗in Jesus Christ‘ at the end,‖ as explained in 
ibid., footnote 3, p. 18. See Dorothy C. Bass, Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching 
People (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998). 
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This has of course been extensively explored in practical theology, drawing on 
traditions of moral philosophy such as Alasdair MacIntyre‘s ―social practices‖ and 
the theories of the social sciences advanced by Kathryn Tanner and Pierre Bourdieu 
et al., describing how practices contribute to the production of meaning by 
communities.
27
 The community of agreed sermonic enterprises can – indeed it must – 
draw on the appropriate theological traditions in order to express fully its nature as 
an enterprise that has at its heart the Word of God heard and acted upon by the 
people of God.  
Being heard and acted upon by the people – and not merely individuals – is central to 
Charles Campbell‘s examination of preaching and his assertion that central to the 
enterprise is the formation or ―building up‖ of the Church. His theory, drawing on 
the postliberal theology of George Lindbeck, and Hans Frei‘s idea of the ―cultural-
linguistic‖ turn in the understanding of Christianity, assumes that ―the fundamental 
need of persons is to be faithful disciples in a truthful community.‖
28
 More of a (in 
his words) postmodern than a modern approach to preaching, it prioritises the 
community in contrast to the individualism of much preaching, and its concerns with 
the individual‘s experience, salvation, blessing etc. For him, drawing again on 
Alasdair MacIntyre for the concept of practice, preaching is ―a practice of 
constituting a people.‖
29
 He then moves to a critique of the institutional training of 
preachers which draws on an article by Ronald Cram and Stanley Saunders, who 
suggest that seminaries characteristically deny time and space to the communal 
practice of ―building up‖ (and in which preaching should be participating). For this 
reason he concludes: 
Preaching cannot be taught ..[but] preachers can be formed. And 
this formation, as Cram and Saunders argue, is a communal 
process involving concrete practices; the process is much closer 
to the model of apprenticeship and the practice of building up the 
church than it is to current models of teaching homiletical 
method within discrete preaching classes.
30
 
Campbell‘s critique is located in the American experience, and came after around 25 
years of the ‗New Homiletic.‘ It is less applicable to the experience of ministry 
                                                 
27
 Dykstra and Bass, 'Practicing Theology', p. 20. They cite Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of 
Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), Alasdair C. MacIntyre, After Virtue: A 
Study in Moral Theory, 2nd edn (London: Duckworth, 1985), and Kathryn Tanner, Theories of 
Culture: A New Agenda for Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997). 
28
 Charles L. Campbell, Preaching Jesus: New Directions for Homiletics in Hans Frei's Postliberal 
Theology (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 1997), footnote 3, p. 222. 
29
 Ibid., p. 224. 
30
 Ibid., p. 250. 
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training in the UK, where as noted earlier in this dissertation, there is far less in the 
way of homiletics in theological colleges. Nevertheless, his emphasis on community 
in both a theology and a pedagogy of preaching makes an important contribution to 
my thesis. 
At the end of this chapter, I propose ten practices, or enhancements to existing 
practice, to improve the learning experience of the preacher and of the extended 
community of sermon enterprise in which her or his learning takes place. What must 
underpin these programmes is the recognition that theological education and 
ministerial formation of leaders require, as L. Gregory Jones expressed it, ―the 
ongoing integration of practices, beliefs and desires through communal settings that 
emphasize catechesis, critical reflection and faithful living in the world.‖
31
 The focus 
of his chapter is on what the seminary or college can provide in this, but he stresses 
that many parts of the formation take place, as they do within the community of 
agreed sermonic enterprise, in the forming church of the student before seminary, 
and in the forming congregations being served after seminary. Jones‘s analysis 
provides, I believe, a model for a thoroughgoing examination of all aspects of the 
formation of Christian leaders, but I am drawing on it to derive concepts to enhance 
and to ground, theologically, the concept of the community of agreed sermonic 
enterprise and its six frames developed in chapter 9. 
Seven facets of a CASE 
The CASE is first of all a community of word and action. It is church being 
gathered around the word of God as that word is ‗broken open‘ for the nourishment, 
strengthening and healing of the community and the empowerment of its mission. 
Whether this is understood from an extreme Barthian, logosomatic position,
32
 or 
O.C. Edwards‘ more social-descriptive definition,
33
 the Word of God (logos) 
proceeds towards movement and transformation. The words spoken are an action by 
the preacher with the aim of being effective, persuasive speech. Words that are 
generated from other motives, that are not ‗fit for purpose,‘ that only exist to divert, 
flatter, browbeat or entertain, that have the effect of devaluing the currency of speech 
or worse, should by guarded and restrained by the community. Yet at the end of 
human words is the silent adoration of Christ, the living Word, where our words and 
our earthly actions will cease. 
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 L. Gregory Jones, 'Beliefs, Desires, Practices, and the Ends of Theological Education' in Volf and 
Bass, Practicing Theology, p. 188. 
32
 I cited Barth‘s definition in ch. 1, p. 17. 
33
 Cited in ch. 1, p. 18. 
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A CASE must enable and further interdependent independence. It will recognise 
that it is composed of individuals who are on adult learning trajectories but who are 
engaged in practices that are in Nieman‘s words ―common, meaningful, strategic and 
purposeful.‖
34
 There are tensions in this that can be creative, and there are conflicts 
that can be destructive. Cognitive dissonance is an aid to learning, and this can occur 
when the individual‘s schemata for understanding do not align with the practices and 
expectations of the course, mentor, peer practitioner or congregation. At such times 
the learner‘s independence as an adult learner may feel threatened, but his or her 
sense of identity as a member of the body of Christ must grow to accommodate the 
learning process rather than be abandoned. 
Thirdly, the CASE will be generously orthodox,
35
 faithfully and correctly handling 
the doctrines and beliefs of the church while allowing the freedom to ―do theology 
locally‖ in response to the culture in which the church is called to serve and to 
proclaim the gospel. It will recognise that conceptual approaches to religion (its 
doctrines and beliefs) and individualist experiential approaches (personal salvation 
and therapeutic concerns) are incomplete without the understanding of religion as a 
social phenomenon, interpreted through a ―cultural-linguistic model‖ of 
Christianity.
36
 What Campbell describes as the friendship practices of the Christian 
Community
37
 must contribute to a generous orthodoxy as well as a loving 
orthopraxis. 
Allied to this is the call for preaching that is traditionally innovative. Over two 
thousand years of Christian preaching gives a legacy that is rich, but can be felt as 
constrictive in the face of many changed cultural forms. Conversely, the increasing 
awareness of the world church provides so many diverse models for preaching that 
one can be paralysed by the choice. Preachers are called to be faithful to the 
traditions but they are also called to be open to new, culturally attuned formats. In 
Lischer‘s words quoted earlier in chapter 1, revivals in preaching have occurred and 
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 I have explored this in chapter 2, pp. 24-25. 
35
 From the challenging and evocative phrase claimed by both the noted Episcopal preacher Fleming 
Rutledge, see http://www.generousorthodoxy.org/ [Accessed 12
th
 June 2009], and by Brian D. 
McLaren pastor, author and figurehead of the Emerging Church movement, see Brian D. McLaren, A 
Generous Orthodoxy: Why I Am a Missional, Evangelical, Post/Protestant, Liberal/Conservative, 
Mystical/Poetic, Biblical, Charismatic/Contemplative, Fundamentalist/Calvinist, 
Anabaptist/Anglican, Methodist, Catholic, Green, Incarnational, Depressed-yet-Hopeful, Emergent, 
Unfinished Christian (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004). 
36
 See George A. Lindbeck , The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age, 1st 
edn (London: SPCK, 1984). This model, along with its development in Hans Frei‘s work is explored 
in homiletical terms by Campbell, Preaching Jesus. 
37
 Campbell, Preaching Jesus, p. 41. 
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will continue to occur that mean a ―re-forming of its methods of presentation.‖
38
 And 
here it is worth reflecting on Campbell‘s critique of the New Homiletic and new 
models of preaching:  
A genuinely ‗new hearing‘ of the gospel will require more than 
the technique of the preacher. It will require a disciplined 




Fifthly, the CASE prioritises character formation. Within the dynamic of Christian 
education, as alluded to in the preceding chapter, the community seeks to further 
personal growth of all its living members in Christ. To name explicitly that which 
has been several times explored and emphasised in this study (as James Nieman 
wrote): 
Learning to preach includes, as a necessary and vital component, 
being shaped by the practice in one‘s own character and faith.
40
 
There can be nothing nominal or superficial about preaching, neither for hearers of 
the word (who must not be ―merely hearers who deceive themselves‖
41
) nor for the 
preacher, whose character, as I have explored in chapter 1, is critical in the 
preparation and expression of the preached word. Furthermore this formation within 
community derives from a deeply Trinitarian understanding of community. Wardlaw 
again: 
This grounding of personal growth and development in a 
community setting reflective of the unity of the Trinity is 
foundational for the learning of preaching.
42
 
Sixthly, a CASE should be graciously reflexive. The community‘s aim is strategic, 
to achieve better preaching, and reflection on practice is an indispensable part of the 
learning cycle. It requires mentors, peers and congregations who are open with the 
preacher. They should not wound with indiscriminate criticism, but they must be free 
with feedback, especially of the neutral but powerfully informative kind which states, 
―such-and-such is what I was hearing when you were preaching.‖ This also requires 
an open-ness on the part of the preacher, to hear and receive such ‗reflections‘ 
coming back from the sermon, and to be able to reflect honestly on that feedback. 
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 Lischer, The Company of Preachers, p. xvi. 
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 Campbell, Preaching Jesus, p. 247. 
40
 Nieman, 'Why the Idea of Practice Matters', p. 37. 
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 Wardlaw and Baumer, Learning Preaching, p. 19. 
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Finally (but not exhaustively) the CASE is engaged in developing enhanced 
performance. It is practice that matters, practice that must be assessed, and not only 
issues of hermeneutics, of intention and of integrity. It may be argued that a sermon 
is not a sermon until it is heard, and the rhetorical branch of the homiletics 
curriculum, concerned with how a hearing is effected, should be supported by 
churches. This takes place when churches are forming young Christians who can be 
articulate about their faith before receiving a vocation to preach. It also takes place 
when congregations form preachers by, for example, making it clear what kinds of 
sermons are appropriate to the spiritual growth and missionary calling of that church. 
Preaching was called ―a lively art‖ by Joseph Sittler
43
 and, in the words of David 
Schlafer ―kindling art.‖
44
 Yet the experience of contemporary preaching, as I noted 
in my Introduction, can fall far short of this. Perhaps, as William Willimon remarked, 
―congregations get the preachers they deserve.‖
45
 Countering this, an enhanced 
expectation for preaching can contribute to the formation of men and women who, 
guided and filled by the Spirit, are able to participate in an enhanced performance of 
preaching.  
Recommendations and connections 
The research for my thesis has encompassed theoretical explorations in education 
and homiletics and three empirical studies of active preachers in Protestant UK 
traditions. This research has also built on my experience of contributing to training 
programmes in the mainline denominations of these traditions, and on the earlier 
research work of the VOX Project at the Centre for Christian Communication. 
Convinced that the training and development of ministers as preachers could be 
improved, I offer the following ten recommendations. They are relevant to the life-
long task of learning to preach and to the educational institutions working to 
facilitate that task, and are related to the six frames through which the community of 
sermonic enterprise should be viewed.  
Theology of preaching  
The first frame, recognising the teaching of preaching, also recognises the 
pedagogical limitation of most seminary instruction in preaching.
46
 This has been 
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 Joseph Sittler, The Anguish of Preaching (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), p. 7. 
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 Schlafer, Playing with Fire. 
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 William H. Willimon and Stanley Hauerwas, Preaching to Strangers, 1st edn (Louisville: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), p. 135. 
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supported in my research by the low evaluation of instruction for the Church of 
Scotland ministers. Nevertheless this research recognises that a clear theology of 
preaching is necessary to enable an intelligent vocational commitment. Such a 
theology considers what preaching is for, why it is necessary, how God‘s word is 
heard through preaching, and what are the energies and stimuli available to the 
minister faced with weekly preaching commitments. This of course is not a substitute 
for nor meant to downplay the kind of knowing-in-action that I have argued for 
earlier. It is a recognition that students in training for ministry should be able to 
articulate a personal theology of preaching in order to demonstrate engagement with 
the calling to preach, and to do so with respect to the culture as well as the 
denomination in which they are being called to serve.  
Voice training  
Again within the first frame of the CASE, my findings in the survey of Church of 
Scotland ministers suggest that the provision of voice and public speaking training 
can be improved in some institutions. My own experience suggests that it should be 
offered with greater consideration of individual student needs, including therapeutic 
requirements where appropriate. It is important to instil current best practice for 
voice care as well as for voice production. Ideally this will involve the engagement 
of a professional voice coach to work for at the very least one session one-on-one 
with the student, early in their career of public speaking. For the Church of Scotland 
this should be in addition to prescribed training in public speaking that is already 
being offered to good effect to many candidates.  
Recognising adult learning 
Adult learning is central of course to the second frame of a CASE. Adult learning 
principles that were discussed in chapter 2 should be recognised where adult teaching 
is taking place. Learning opportunities should be placed as far as possible in 
situations where the adult learner is neither dis-empowered and de-skilled, nor 
implicitly encouraged to feel that their past experience is irrelevant to their present 
training or future ministry. Such life and professional experience may be 
considerable in the case of mature men and women offering themselves for ministry. 
The ‗pitcher and funnel‘ or banking approach to education is singularly inappropriate 
with such students and such subject matter.  
Teaching across the curriculum must frequently demonstrate the relevance to 
                                                                                                                                          
can be taught at all. And therefore, seminary provisions for instructions in preaching, when these exist 
as separate curriculum items, should be re-examined.‖ (Sittler, The Anguish of Preaching, p. 7.) 
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practical problems and situations encountered in ministry, especially for learners who 
are not drawn to theorising and knowledge acquisition for its own sake. This includes 
not only homiletics and biblical studies but subjects such as systematics and ethics, 
where students could be given the opportunity to ask the question, ―How might this 
be preached?‖  
For younger adults learning preaching, the important principle of being given 
responsibility before demonstrating competence should be realised in active 
apprentice-like situations, where there are leaders who are prepared to ‗take the heat‘ 
when things go wrong. Only in such ways can they safely move from stages of 
―legitimate peripheral participation‖ to full membership in the ―company of 
preachers.‖ 
Self-reflection in learning 
Candidates for ministry should be trained, as many already are, in the pastoral cycle 
of action – reflection – theorising and helped by supervisor, mentor or coach to self-
reflection on learning, leading to skills of competence assessment and critical self-
appraisal, along with lowered levels of defensiveness. This will enable developed 
sermon evaluation techniques, profitable to self and others. Along with this there 
must be recognition that the types of knowing-in-action required in good preaching 
are not always susceptible to the kind of technical rationality assumed by step-by-
step sermon preparation models and sometimes demanded by the gatekeepers in the 
academy.  
Gender studies 
A further consideration located in the second frame of the CASE is the issue of how 
genders learn in different ways. The research has identified a need for further 
research in gender studies and in women‘s studies into the development of UK 
ministers. There are important pedagogical understandings that must be gained by 
asking the question, how do women ministers learn preaching differently, especially 
from role models, from mentors and in peer learning situations? Ideally these will be 
based on how women value preaching as it is done in their communities of practice. 
This is related to the question that arises from the Church of Scotland survey: to what 
extent and in what ways do women understand preaching and their preaching task 
differently from men, and how do these understandings affect the way they learn to 
preach? 
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Recognising role models  
As discussed in chapter 3, role models are a prominent part of the third frame of the 
CASE, the ‗cloud of witnesses‘ shaping and influencing the learner preacher. 
Candidates for ministry in training should be encouraged as early as possible to 
consider consciously their attitudes and receptivity towards role models and towards 
those who can give them wise and sound mentoring and coaching. This would 
overlap with other aspects of the spiritual formation of the minister and other 
ministerial roles being developed. In particular they should be encouraged and 
helped to recognise their preaching role models, not only in recent experience but 
particularly during early periods of their formation as Christians. Forms of imitation, 
as recognised in Allan Demond‘s work on Schön‘s concepts of the reflective 
practitioner,
47
 should be developed and encouraged. They will also benefit from 
being shielded somewhat from the prevailing individualism that pressures a preacher 
to be original before they can have the experience and maturity to develop their own 
authentic ‗preaching voice.‘  
Mentoring to induct  
Within the fourth frame of the CASE, this research affirms the value of mentors 
giving not only coaching instruction and enabling reflection on practice, but 
induction into the more subtle values, expectations and codes of preaching conduct. 
As discussed in chapter 4, communities of practice that are educationally beneficial 
provide mentors who are able to impart wisdom and constructive criticism. It would 
be preferable (though it may be impractical) to separate these mentoring roles from 
evaluative assessment designed to have a bearing on the student‘s professional 
progress and future ministerial appointments. The degree to which a positive 
mentoring experience depends on ‗personal chemistry‘ must be recognised and 
allowances made for this in institutional pedagogic structures. Finally, based on some 
of the findings in the first field study, there is an argument for encouraging the 
formation and prioritising the provision of mentoring relationships for women in 
preaching development programmes. 
Supervision in placements 
Following on from this, where institutions must organise the provision of mentoring, 
many supervisory ministers need induction into mentoring preaching students and 
some would benefit from explicit training in best practices of homiletical education. 
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This could be part of a clear identification and description of a homiletical 
curriculum that is appropriate to the denomination but also flexible enough to meet 
the needs of students coming from contrasting backgrounds in preaching and with 
variable experiences, theological orientations and vocations. Promulgating theories 
of psychological type and particularly the work of Leslie Francis, as outlined in 
chapter 2, could be of great benefit to candidates and the supervisory ministers with 
whom they are placed. Sermon evaluation strategies taught in homiletics class are 
immensely enhanced when shared with an experienced mentor, and should become a 
standard feature of ministerial reflection on practice during placements and later 
supervised ministry. 
Peer-assisted learning 
Emphasised by the fifth frame of the CASE, there should be the recognition of the 
value of peer-oriented structures in theological education and ministerial 
development, and establishment of systems to encourage their organic growth. 
Natural and deep peer relationships are of course harder to form outside of the 
residential training model that is becoming increasingly outmoded and expensive. 
Therefore in homiletics courses a particular effort should be made to incorporate 
practical workshops giving primacy to delivery of sermons with a small group of 
students as a congregation. Feedback from the students should be structured and 
elicited for wise counsel and compassionate encouragement as well as academic 
commitment and fair criticism given to the student. Collaborative working 
experiences, such as the worship service planning so appreciated by the Methodist 
workers at Elm Hall Drive Church, and sermon pre-planning groups should be 
regularly required of all candidates for ministry during pre-ordination training.  
Congregations as educators  
Finally, there should be a greater appreciation among new ministers of the role of the 
congregation in inducting the preacher into the CASE. This begins to recognise the 
ways in which approval and disapproval, responses and non-responses can and 
should shape a preacher‘s theological standpoint, hermeneutic approaches and 
rhetorical strategies. Intentional ways of gaining congregational feedback should be 
taught in courses. Supervising ministers during placements should teach and model 
skills in exegeting congregation and culture. Collaborative styles of leadership being 
taught in seminary should be extended to include an understanding of preaching as a 
collaborative project. Through programmes, schemes and overt overtures placement 
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congregations also need to be included and woven into the community of agreed 
sermonic enterprise. 
Concluding remarks 
The making of a preacher is a complex and long-term process that is unlikely to be 
fully explained in any one sphere of academic investigation and without a range of 
theoretical constructs. In sociological terms the functions of the church‘s faithful 
preachers are as varied as any other human occupation. These functions and practices 
are located in a tensile web of dynamic relations between different stakeholders. 
Such webs frustrate localised analyses and resist isolated modular changes. In 
theological terms the human agency of the preacher and his or her ability to produce 
sermons must always be balanced with God‘s actions in revealing the Word to the 
Church, and God calls whom he will to be a part of that self-revelatory process. 
God‘s servants are called, tested and nourished in church structures, and yet they are 
forged in furnaces of holy fire, and in ways that are sometimes hidden from all, 
including the minister. In rhetorical and aesthetic terms, good preaching is about as 
indefinable as good art, and the creativity as well as linguistic skills that feed into 
good preaching continue to flower in unexpected people in unpredictable ways. In 
epistemological terms, the kinds of knowing-in-action exercised in preaching will 
resist a Positivist attempt to pin down the butterfly. In cultural terms the relationship 
of church and society is played out on shifting sands and ever-changing backdrops, 
so that the effective communicators of one age seem to lose the larger part of their 
ability to communicate in another, different age. The effective preacher will have a 
kind of cultural intelligence that can read the signs of the times. 
My thesis has attempted to chart some of that social and cultural territory, even while 
it moves under our feet, by analysing empirical evidence from a range of preachers 
working in the early twenty-first century. I have concentrated my analysis on a tiny 
sector of the world-wide church, and would hesitate to claim universal validity for 
these findings. The work has been conducted in a British context where preaching 
continues to face relegation to a lower tier of optional or less valued ministries. Yet 
God continues to called ministers to serve the church and to enable the church to 
serve the world. Placed upon them and undertaken with obedience is the charge to 
proclaim the Good News of Christ and to teach God‘s ways and purposes. These 
ministers are almost never brought fully formed into a pulpit or before the 
microphone. The church is charged with developing and assisting its preachers along 
the life-long educational trajectory that is learning to preach. To do this it must create 
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structures, however provisional, that bring students into close contact with preacher-
teachers who will be role models and mentors, it must authorise and expect women 
and men to work collaboratively, sharing different gifts as members of the Body of 
Christ, and it must expect new forms of homiletical communication that reveal God‘s 
unchanging nature and eternal purposes. This is a very great deal to expect from an 
institution made up of all-too-fallible humans, but it is an institution that has from 
age to age shown signs of renewal, reformation and re-invention that could only have 
come from the Spirit of God.  
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: Research Ethics 
Statement of reseach ethics assessment 
 
In keeping with the School of Divinity Research Ethics Policy and Procedures, a 
Level One Assessment / Review was undertaken by myself as Principal Investigator 
and overseen by the Supervisor for the research, Dr Jolyon Mitchell, and dated 1
st
 
September 2007.  No problematic or foreseeable ethical risks were identified, and it 
was therefore deemed sufficient to review the research at Level One. 
All three field studies contained data and personal privacy assurances conveyed to 
potential contributors, and these may be found in the relevant appendices, following.  
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Ethics (Self) Assessment Form 
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Appendix 2: Field Study 1 
Appendix 2.1: Invitation to participate  
Subject: RE: [Fwd: Re: [Fwd: RE: preaching research]] 
From: "DAVIDSON, DOROTHY"  
Date: Mon, 5 Nov 2007 11:54:11 -0000 




Below you'll find what we sent out the first time: 
 The Ministries Council has agreed that Geoffrey Stevenson be allowed access to 
ministers in order to further his research at New College. The Council believes that 
the results of this research will also be helpful in the work that it is doing.  
You will find below a link to a survey and I would be grateful if you could take the 
time to complete this as part of a pilot group and, if this pilot is successful, the survey 
will be sent out to as many ministers as we can cover from the central email 
database.  
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=A7FJdSu7nud0Q4t8sqF96w_3d_3d 
The following was then sent to the rest of the Church of Scotland email list. 
  
The Ministries Council agreed recently that Geoffrey Stevenson be allowed access 
to a pilot group of ministers in order to further his research at New College. 
The results of this research will also be helpful in the work that the Council is 
doing. This "pilot project" has been successful and we now wish the survey to be 
sent out to as many ministers as we can cover from the central email database. 
We would be grateful if those of you who took part in the pilot group do not 
complete the survey again, but we will be doing a follow-up in the near future to ask 
for your assistance. 
The link to the survey is given below and we would be grateful if you could take the 
time to complete this. 
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=IFC2vOUwsfFiNcdPw5kGDA_3d_3d.   
Thank you. 
Dorothy M Davidson 
Senior Administrator 
Ministries Council 
[tel] 0131 225 5722, ext 353 
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Appendix 2.2 New College Homiletics Class 1st Questionnaire  
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Appendix 2.3 New College Homiletics Class 2nd Questionnaire  
(Given out at the end of the course, 29/11/05) 
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Appendix 2.4 Lichfield Diocese Training Day Questionnaire 
 
Date of administration: 26/01/2006 
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Appendix 2.5: The SurveyMonkey Questionnaire 
 
Example of the Church of Scotland ministers on-line questionnaire 
    
Appendix 2 248  
 
    
Appendix 2 249  
 
 
    
Appendix 2 250  
 
 
    
Appendix 2 251  
 
 
    
Appendix 2 252  
 
 
    
Appendix 2 253  
 
 
    
Appendix 2 254  
 
 
    
Appendix 2 255  
Appendix 2.6: Further methodological issues arising from 
Field Study 1  
Pilot questionnaires 
Edinburgh New College Homiletics Course and Lichfield Diocese Training Day 
At the very beginning of my research I created a paper-based questionnaire
1
 for 
students taking the course in Homiletics at New College, University of Edinburgh
2
 in 
September 2005. Its aim was to uncover attitudes, preconceptions, prior experience, 
and elements of reflexive learning in preachers in formation. I particular I sought to 
identify a range of mental models of preaching, as I supposed that these would 
influence the learning process. Secondly, I tried to identify the range of admitted 
goals or aims in early preaching learning and training.  
I also sought to identify preferences between course activities, classroom teaching 
techniques and learning methods, both theoretically and on offer in the course. 
Finally, I wanted to investigate the learning styles existing in the class, looking for 
students situating on the three continua of learning styles between Image and verbal, 
Holistic and Discrete, and Action and Reflection.
3
 
Fifteen minutes were allowed for completion of the questionnaire. This allowed a 
comfortable period in which to reflect on the issues and answer the questions. The 
questions were mostly multiple-choice, with a small number of open questions. 
Allowing fewer than 10 minutes would have limited the number of questions that 
students could answer. More than 15 minutes could not be allowed as the 
questionnaire being completed in class time.  
The students also took part at the end of the course in a short survey by 
questionnaire, one of the aims of which was to plot the development over the 3-
month course their conceptions of learning and the perceived benefits from the 
course. This attempt at a longitudinal survey highlighted some of the practical 
difficulties of such a study in the population. Chief among these would have been the 
difficulty in identifying and gaining responses from a similar group over a useful 
period and yet within the time-scale of this doctoral research. 
                                                 
1
 See Appendix 2.2 and 2.3 for a copy of this questionnaire. 
2
 Regarding Research Ethics, the Questionnaire carried following information: ―This research is being 
carried out by Geoffrey Stevenson for a research project being supervised jointly by New College 
School of Divinity and Moray House School of Education, Edinburgh University. All responses will 
be reviewed under conditions of strict anonymity. Taking part in this survey is optional, it is in no way 
assessed nor does it form any part of the requirements of any course in which the student is enrolled.‖ 
3
 I have explained these styles in ch. 2. 
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Continuing with my early pilot studies, a similar questionnaire
4
 was designed and 
distributed to Anglican ministers on a short preaching course I was teaching for 
Lichfield Diocese in January 2006. Fifty-two responses were received, and the data 
was imported into SPSS along with that from the Edinburgh Homiletics course 
questionnaires. Frequency and descriptive tests were run and exploration of the data 
pointed up the questions that were not apparently clear or useful to the survey. (This 
was of course also a valuable way of learning to use the software and of coming to 
understand some of the statistical concepts necessary to interpret my data.)  
It should be noted that the data from these two pilot questionnaires have not fed 
directly into the explorations and findings of this thesis. The main reason for this is 
the ‗dirty‘ involvement of the researcher in the data collection process. Both pools of 
respondents had been taught by me, and there existed the strong possibility that some 
responses would by influenced by the unconscious ‗desire to please‘ that can affect 
questionnaire respondents when they are able to associate questions with an 
understanding of the researcher‘s views.  
The survey was significantly revised following these pilots, and negotiations began 
with the Ministries Council of the Church of Scotland in 2007. The initial proposal 
comprised a survey of cohorts of ministers, in order to compare attitudes and 
approaches to learning preaching 5, 10, and 15 years after ordination and initial 
ministerial training. However, practical difficulties were recognised in identifying 
ministers in such cohorts and in collecting their mailing addresses. It was suggested 
that since 90% of the serving Church of Scotland ministers were, I was told, on e-
mail, an electronic version of a questionnaire might be simpler and cheaper to 
administrate. There was also the prospect of a much higher rate of return, due to the 
ease of completing the questionnaire without having to bother with envelope and 
posting.   
In my negotiations I also offered to include in the survey questions that might aid the 
Ministries Council in their planning and provision of training. There were no specific 
requests from the Council, but Question 24 listed a number of areas and invited 
participants to comment on their value for present and future study. The strict 
anonymity assured to participants in the Introduction and guaranteed by the survey 
process meant that neither this nor any other question could affect the relationship of 
ministers with the Ministries Council. 
                                                 
4
 See Appendix 2.4 
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I was guided by the computing services team at New College to an online survey 
site, www.SurveyMonkey.com to host the questionnaire.  
How SurveyMonkey works 
SurveyMonkey is an online paid service that holds versions of a subscriber‘s 
questionnaires for participants to fill in. Potential participants in a survey are emailed 
an invitation to fill in the survey by following a web link that will take them to the 
survey site, opening up the designated questionnaire at its first page. When each 
questionnaire is completed, the data is stored by the survey website. The site offers 
the questionnaire owner some basic analysis of the data, along with the option to 
download the collected data in a variety of formats. Many of the problems of paper-
based questionnaires are overcome in this way, such as incomplete replies. Questions 
can be designated such that the questionnaire cannot be submitted without answers to 
these such questions. This is useful for ensuring that prime variables related to fact, 
such as gender, age, experience, etc. are always in place, even if the respondent 
chooses to skip more opinion-based questions. Their replies are held with only the IP 
address of the computer / ISP combination that they used to access the web site. This 
is not generally seen to compromise the anonymity of the participant in any 
significant way. Responses are collected and can be downloaded in a useful variety 
of formats. Some simple data analysis can also be carried out online and the results 
furnished to the subscriber. In this case the data was downloaded as an Excel-type 
spreadsheet, and imported into the SPSS software.  
In September 2007 I sent a web link for a version of the questionnaire to 15 ministers 
known personally to me. Most of these kindly completed it, offering comments on 
the experience of taking the survey that were useful in re-drafting some of the 
questions. The final draft of the questionnaire was ready in October 2007.  
The final pilot 
It was agreed with the Ministries Council that the invitation to complete the survey 
would be sent by them to a sub-group of 50 ministers before rolling it out to the 
entire group of ministers. The only changes to the survey following that were 
extremely minor refinement, such as providing a drop-down list of institutions to 
choose from, when I realised that the great majority of the respondents trained at one 
of four colleges in Scotland. Therefore I have amalgamated the responses from the 
two periods, after due checking of the data for duplicates or repeated submissions.  
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Checking for duplicates 
It is theoretically possible, although extremely unlikely that the same person could 
submit numerous different questionnaire responses, and there was no evidence at all 
that this was done. Although the submitted questionnaires were anonymous to the 
researcher, a search for duplicates was made possible by the comparison of the IP 
addresses for the computer / ISP combination used by the respondents to go online to 
access the survey website. Cross-referencing respondents‘ answers sharing the same 
IP address with answers in the fields of Age, Gender, Training Institution and 
Preaching Experience revealed four quite clear instances of the same persons 
submitting twice. In three of these cases, one version of their two replies was largely 
incomplete. There was one case where the same person appears to have completed 
the questionnaire shortly after receiving the first email invitation, and then again two 
weeks later, after receiving the follow – up email. Although age of the respondent 
was 63, it would perhaps not be appropriate to suggest that a memory lapse may have 
been responsible for this! The 4 apparent duplicate / incomplete submissions were 
filtered out of the subsequent data analysis.  
Sampling and representation, demand characteristics 
It is possible to compare variables from the sample with the statistics for the group of 
ministers known to the Church of Scotland, and doing so suggests that the sample 
replying to the email are reasonably representative of the population being surveyed 
(in this case the 982 Church of Scotland ministers  serving at the time of the survey).. 
According to the Ministries Council
5
 the average age of serving Church of Scotland 
ministers is 53. The mean (and median) age of my respondents was 50. The gender 
make-up of serving Church of Scotland ministers is 20% female and 80% male. The 
sample in the survey was 26% Female and 74% Male. 
A number of sociological studies have demonstrated (often in passing) that voluntary 
participation in a survey and the returning of questionnaires in particular, occurs at a 
higher rate for females than for males. A variety of reasons for this have been put 
forward, such as the desire to help, sympathetic imagination, etc., but which need not 
detain us now. The 6% overbalance of female respondents to my survey would seem 
to be within the range of this effect.  
                                                 
5
 In an email from Dorothy M Davidson, Senior Administrator, Ministries Council, dated 15 January 
2008. 
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Sources of bias and the effect of non-response on the survey 
Non-response (or ignored / unreturned questionnaires) is an issue affecting this 
survey, for the absence in the sample of a significant number of respondents from the 
pool undermines any claims that the survey is representative of the larger population. 
Several reasons for non-response may reasonably be put forward.  
Non-respondents may not have received or did not read the emails; they may not 
have access to the internet for the purposes of completing an online survey, because 
of technological restrictions or personal limitations such as ‗technophobia‘ or lack of 
ability to negotiate online work; they may have preferred not to answer personal 
questions in a survey, despite the assurances of anonymity; they may not have felt 
that the survey was sufficiently important or interesting enough; and / or may be 
unable to justify to themselves the use of time taken to complete it.
 6
  
Low interest is a problem for many surveys that seek to measure the involvement and 
enthusiasm of the respondent for the concepts being surveyed. The converse of this is 
that the survey, explicitly labelled and focussed on preaching, may tend to draw 
those whose interest is already high. Rosenthal‘s work (Rosenthal and Rosnow: 
1975) on volunteers in research may be of relevance here. In it he suggests that 
individuals interested in the subject of the survey could be more drawn to participate 
in an otherwise voluntary survey than those less interested. This effect may be 
further magnified by the expectation of such cases that they may be evaluated in 
favourable ways. 
…(in recognition of) validity threats to causal analysis… the 
demands contained in the research situation ought to be regarded 
as intentional or unintentional influence attempts transmitted 
from the investigator to the subject.
7
  
I would argue that the on-line survey as used for this field study goes a significant 
way towards addressing this problem of expected evaluation, in the shielding of the 
subject from the personal presence of the investigator, in the promise (if taken at face 
value) of anonymity carried by explicitly and implicitly by the web-site based 
questionnaire. No identifying personal details were requested, and the subject‘s fear 
of being wrong, or hope of any kind of reward are reduced. The volunteer subject 
effect is a more likely source of bias. Certainly, as was remarked on in Chapter 6, 
                                                 
6
 According to the pilot survey for the 23 respondents who completed it in October 2007, the 
questionnaire took on average 15 minutes to complete. 
7
 Robert Rosenthal; Ralph L. Rosnow ‗The Volunteer Subject‘ Review author: Thomas V. Bonoma, 
Journal of Marketing Research, Vol. 14, No. 1. (Feb., 1977), pp. 126-127. 
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with 89% either agreeing or strongly agreeing with the statement: "Preaching has 
always formed a significant part of my vocation," we clearly have a sample who 
should be interested in the topic, and if there are a significant body of ministers who 
would not recognise preaching, then I have not reached them with this questionnaire. 
Of course the existence of such a group cannot be ruled out, thus it is an 
acknowledged restriction in the scope of this research that it is focussing on those 
who are prepared both to count themselves as preachers and to share their reflections 
and self-perceptions on what has shaped their learning in that sphere. In defence of 
my method, I would argue that the attitudes preferences, and similarly 
phenomenological aspects of learning to preach are only to be found in those inclined 
to reflect on the process.   
The feeling of agency 
Further evidence of the commitment and interest of the respondents may be found in 
the number of voluntary comments that were received with the questionnaires. 
Several questions in the final survey included a write-in comment box. This option 
was incorporated in part to improve the experience of taking the survey by increasing 
the ―feeling of agency‖ for the respondent. The feeling of agency helps to counter 
any potentially disempowering or discouraging impression that the entire agenda has 
been set by the researcher. As will be seen, there was a high level of participation in 
the survey through these questions, and respondents made many pertinent and well-
expressed comments. It is important to note that these comments do not have the 
same statistical validity and status as the numerical data. I have endeavoured to keep 
apart in this research quantitative and qualitative analysis. In this section of the 
research, I have only included comments which express fluently a standpoint or 
attitude that may be demonstrated statistically from the numerical data. That said, the 
comments were also useful to suggest areas that I had not thought of or that were not 
suggested through the earlier pilot studies. Not susceptible to quantitative analysis, 
but nevertheless indicative of the value or importance of preaching is the presence of 
write-in comments in a number of questions. These include especially comments 
from 50 respondents on post ordination influences on their preaching, and the 
comments from 44 respondents on the importance of preaching in their ministry. 
These are in the main very thoughtful and considered remarks, often in the form of 
mini-essays of up to 150 words, and represent a remarkable commitment to the 
ministry of preaching - and to the questionnaire.  
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Appendix 3: Field Study 2  
 
Appendix 3.1: Summary of research participants 
 Writers for Pulpit Journeys 
 
Name Gender Age at 
time of 
writing 
Ministry Experience up to 
time of writing* 
 Page no.s 
in book 
Richard Bewes M 60‘s Anglican priest  1-14 
Mike Breen M 50‘s Anglican priest  15-28 
Steve Chalke M 40‘s Baptist minister  29-40 
Ian Coffey M 50‘s Baptist minister  41-48 
James Dunn M 60‘s Methodist minister, New 
Testament theologian 
 49-60 
Susan Durber F 40‘s URC
1
 minister  61-72 
Joel Edwards M 40‘s NTCG
2
 minister  73-88 
Faith Forster F 60‘s Ichthus Christian 
Fellowship minister 
 89-94 
Roger Forster M 60‘s Ichthus Christian 
Fellowship minister 
 95-110 
Rob Frost M 60‘s Methodist minister  111-123 
Leslie Griffiths M 60‘s Methodist minister  124-136 
Andy Hawthorne M 40‘s Evangelist and Youth work 
leader 
 137-148 
Anthony Reddie M 40‘s Methodist theologian and 
educator 
 149-166 
Simon Vibert M 40‘s Anglican priest  167-176 
David Wilkinson M 40‘s Methodist minister, 
theologian 
 177 -188 
 
                                                 
1
 United Reformed Church 
2
 New Testament Church of God 
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Appendix 3.2: Invitation letter to writers for Pulpit Journeys 
Sample Invitation Letter as at 21/04/2004 
 
Dear <Salutation> 
I am writing to invite you to contribute to a book I am editing, with the provisional 
title, Pulpit Journeys.  It will consist of essays by and interviews with 15 of the most 
notable Christian preachers working in the UK, on the theme of the formative 
influences on their development as preachers.  It under consideration by Darton 
Longmann Todd, to be published in 2005, and my editor there is Virginia Hearn. 
Would you be prepared to write between 3000-5000 words on this subject?  You 
would have a completely free hand in how to approach this, focussing on any 
particular aspect as seems inspiring to you.  This might be the most influential 
preacher or teacher you had, how you learned to discern God's word for your 
sermons, the kind of illustrations you use and how you find new ones, a story of a 
particular moment of revelation about the preaching task… but you may have other 
ideas. I hope at any rate that these possible approaches illustrate that the emphasis is 
on your growth or journey as a preacher, and on what you could share from that 
experience that would help others coming along. 
I can offer a one-off payment of between £75 and £100, depending on length.  This 
money would come out of the publisher's advance on royalties.  Any future royalties 
earned on the book would go to the St John's College Centre for Christian 
Communication to enable future projects. 
The book is being produced as part of the VOX project, a three-year initiative at the 
Centre for Christian Communication studying the way preaching, apologetics and 
media skills / literacy are taught to in theological education and ministerial formation 
in the UK church.  Already the VOX Report Summary has been well circulated and 
the subject of discussions at ministry training colleges and courses.  Pulpit Journeys 
will be, I hope, a more personal and story-based way of improving the preaching in 
this country. 
If this proposal were at all interesting to you, I would be really honoured to include 
your work in the book.  I am looking for men and women in this country whose 
commitment to preaching God's word to God's people is second to none, and whose 
proven excellence at doing so in itself forms a call that others should learn from 
them.  I am praying that this volume will be a useful contribution to that process.  
I look forward to hearing from you.  Please don't hesitate to call or write or email if 
you would like any clarification or to discuss this further, entirely without obligation, 
of course. 
Yours in Christ,      Geoffrey Stevenson 
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Appendix 3.3: Follow-up letter to writers for Pulpit Journeys 
6
th
 September, 2004 
Dear <author> 
Pulpit Journeys 
Thank you so very much for agreeing earlier this year to write for this book. DLT 
have confirmed that they will publish the book towards the middle of next year, and 
have offered a contract, so I can now press ahead with proper commissioning of the 
chapter that we discussed. I would be very pleased to have your contribution, and I 
suggest a deadline of 30
th
 October, 2004 
If you are still able to find time to write - and I understand that diaries are fluid and 
circumstances change - may I re-state what we are looking for in this book? 
In brief it will consist of essays by and interviews with 15 Christian preachers 
working in the UK, on the subject of what the most important and formative 
influences on their development as preachers. Autobiographical in nature, the essay 
should focus, we feel, on stories, events, influential individuals, and /or moments of 
revelation about the preaching ministry. Other qualities I am looking for are anecdote 
and a lightness of touch, rather than it being didactic and, well… preachy. Of course, 
to some extent what you learned at a particular point is not separable from when and 
how you learned, and I and readers will appreciate the wisdom of your experience. 
But it needs to be story-based, as far as possible. 
One caveat: the commissioning editor feels it is quite important that writers should 
avoid narrow, confessional statements that might alienate the reader from another 
wing of the church. I know I hardly need say that to you, but I promised her I would 
put it in my invitation!   
Length should be between 3000-5000 words, and you have a completely free hand in 
how to approach this, focussing on any particular aspect as seems inspiring to you. 
I am still able to offer a one-off payment of between £75 and £100, depending on 
length.  This money would come out of the publisher's advance on royalties.  Any 
future royalties earned on the book will go to the St John's College Centre for 
Christian Communication to enable future projects. 
I look forward to hearing from you.  Please don't hesitate to write or email (better) if 
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Appendix 3.4: Letter requesting permission to use material 
 
(By email, various dates) 
Dear <author> 
 
I hope that by now you have not only long since been sent a copy of the book, but 
received warm congratulations and fawning adulation from friends and admirers.  
Jesting aside, did you have any responses to it? I believe Colin Winter reviewed it for 
the Church Times with a qualified approval, but then as I often say, such was the 
breadth of the writers that there is something in the book to annoy everybody.. 
 
The real purpose of this letter is to make a formal request. I am currently engaged, as 
you may know, in PhD research at New College, University of Edinburgh into how 
preaching is learnt and the learning processes experienced by preachers. 
 
As one part of the empirical research, I am including and analysing the material 
published in Pulpit Journeys. I have been looking for trends in the accounts given 
that point to best practice where training institutions are involved (admittedly there 
are not many of those) and more importantly (in my view), the effect and influence 
of mentors, models, peers and contexts for learning.  
 
I am now seeking your permission to include what you have written in the research. 
The strong version of this permission is as follows:   
 
1) Permission to analyse the material you have written for the purposes of this 
research, in which your responses as published may be quoted within the 
research report, and attributed to you.  
 
If you do not wish to be identified in the research, would you give me permission to 
quote you without specific attribution?  
 
2) Permission to analyse the material you have written for the purposes of this 
research, in which your responses may be quoted within the research report. 
This limited permission would be on the understanding that the reference will 
not identify you by name, nor identify ‗local‘ institutions with you have been 
involved. 
 
If you are prepared to give permission for the first usage, I would be more than 
willing to accept any qualifications or limitations on the use of your material or 
any specific parts of it in the thesis and/or any subsequent publication. If, for 
whatever reason you would be more comfortable granting permission for only the 
2
nd
 kind of usage, I am completely happy with that, as I will respect your 
concerns and wishes to the utmost – and no explanations are needed.  
 
If that is OK, then please simply reply to this email either by stating ―Yes‖ inline 
with one of the following paragraphs, or by copying and pasting the relevant 
paragraph into the top of your reply.  
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++++++++++++++++++++ 
*I do consent and give permission for the use of my contribution to Pulpit 





*I do consent and give permission for the use of my contribution to Pulpit 





Finally, please let me know if you would be interested in receiving by email a 
copy of the chapter of my dissertation in which the Pulpit Journeys material is 
being treated. 
 
Again, thank you so much for your contribution to the book and to my research.  
 
May God continue to bless your ministry and preserve you in the grace of Christ 
Jesus.  
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Appendix 4: Field Study 3  
 
Appendix 4.1: Further description of process 
 
The third field study involved semi-structured interviews carried out with twelve 
volunteers previously identified by the former minister at Elm Hall Drive Methodist 
Church, Liverpool. This appendix contains copies of the relevant material.  
The Participant Explanation Form was sent in advance of the interview meeting, and 
another copy was also offered at the meeting.  
The Consent Form was presented at the start of the interview, and the participant was 
invited and allowed to read it thoroughly before signing it as an agreement of consent 
to the process.  
The Interview Question Schedule was prepared by me, with minor variations, as a 
guide to the wording and order of questions that could be asked during the interview. 
Not all questions were asked, but almost always all areas signified by the questions 
were covered by the interview.  
The interviews were recorded using a PC-based recording programme, producing 
‗mp3‘ files of the full interview. These were then transcribed and the resultant Word 
documents were imported, as described in ch. 5 into the NVIVO software 
programme.  
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Appendix 4.2: List of research participants  
 
The following is a summary list of the research participants (with identities hidden) 
who agreed to be interviewed for the field study.  
 
Code Gender Age when at 
EHD 
Methodist ministry experience 
up to time of interview 
Date of 
interview 
01 M 21-27 Ordained minister 17/10/06 
02 F 18-22 Ordained minister 17/10/06 
03 F 18-21,  
23-26 
Ordained minister 18/10/06 
04 F 18-26 Ordained minister 18/10/06 
05 F 18-21 Ordained minister 14/11/06 
06 F 51- 60 Ordained minister 14/11/06 
07 M 18-21 Minister in training 18/01/07 
08 M 31-33 Ordained minister 21/11/06 
09 M 16-17 Local Preacher 05/11/06 
10 F 18-21 Methodist Local Preacher, 
now Anglican curate 
06/12/06 
11 M 18-25, 
28-29 
Ordained minister 06/12/06 
12 F 27-34 Ordained minister 14/02/07 
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Appendix 4.3: Interview Participant Explanation 
("Subject Information Sheet") 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in the project. Before we start I would like to give some 
background and an explanation of procedures. 
Background 
This doctoral level research into the learning processes experienced by preachers is being 
carried out by me under the supervision of the University of Edinburgh Schools of Divinity 
and Education. 
Your part 
Your participation will consist of a 30 - 40 minute semi-structured interview on your 
learning in the area of preaching. I will be trying to find out, for instance, how you have been 
influenced by teachers, mentors, peers and those who have modelled good (and bad) 
preaching for you. I will be asking you to reflect on your development as a preacher and 
whether that development has proceeded imperceptibly or in identifiable stages or a 
combination. In particular I would like to explore the factors affecting you and your self-
understanding as a preacher during the time when you were associated with Elm Hall Drive 
Methodist Church and/ or the Chaplaincy at Liverpool University.  
No preparation is required for the interview. I will not of course be looking for 'correct' 
answers or any kind of orthodoxy, but hope to have a free and frank conversation with you 
about your learning experiences within a community of preachers and their congregation(s). 
Procedure 
Our discussion will be recorded and later transcribed. The interview will be kept strictly 
confidential. Excerpts from the interview may be made part of the final research report, but 
under no circumstances will your name or any identifying characteristics be included in the 
report.  
The research will be carried out in accordance with guidelines established by the University 
Ethics Committee.  
Basis for consent 
Formally speaking, I need to say that your participation is entirely voluntary. You are free to 
refuse to answer any question. You are free to withdraw at any time. Signing of the consent 
form will indicate your understanding and acceptance of these conditions. 
Geoffrey Stevenson 
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Appendix 4.4: Interview Participant Consent Form 
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Appendix 4.5: Researcher's Interview Schedule 
 
Interview Schedule 
Date: _______________ Participant:   Consent: Y / N 
Start Time: __________Finish time: ___________ Place: ___________________ 
Variables to record: 
Formal training in 1.Theology                            2.Preaching  
(What courses / classes have you taken on preaching?)  
Experience: how often / for how many years have you preached? 
Active preacher? (3 grades: none, occasional, regular =on a rota or more than once per month 
on average);  
Gender:                     Brought up in the church?                       In a manse?         
Tell me about your educational background / How many years schooling have 
you had. _  What is the highest degree you received? 1.Certificate 2. BA 3. 
MA 4. Doctorate 5. None 
Introduction: 
 
Looking for mental models of what the preacher is aiming at: 
How would you describe a good or effective sermon? Or, What do you 
see as the purpose of your preaching? 
 
 
The experience at Liverpool 
Thinking of the time at the Chaplaincy, how long were you involved 
with the activities there?  
What stage would you say you were at as a Christian, and as a preacher?  
Was there anything special about that time and place that encouraged 
you to consider preaching? 
 
 
Understandings of preaching at that time 
Could you describe your view back then of what good sermon should 
be? 
So how has your view changed? Why do you think that has happened? 
(Have you developed any new models for preaching since then, how 
radical have you been, or would you like to be about preaching?)  
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Thinking of the milestones you passed at that time, but if you like before 
and after that time, what have been the some of the more significant 
shifts or major changes to your understanding of preaching over the 
years. Can you remember when these took place? How did it happen? 
Who else was involved?  
 
 
Looking for mentors, role models 
Have you ever been conscious of patterning your preaching on someone 
else, or trying to emulate them? 
 
 
What kind of influence do you think David Wilkinson, or other ordained 
leaders were having on your call to preach or sense of vocation or self-
identity as a preacher? 
 
What about their effect on your preaching at that time?  
 
Are there any others who have influenced / had the greatest effect on 
how you prepare and deliver a sermon? How have they influenced 
you? Do you / did you admire them? 
 
 
Looking for peer influence 
Considering other preachers learning alongside you, as it were, or who 
you consider to be at a similar stage – what have you gained from them. 
How have they encouraged you? Have they discouraged you? 
 
(Can you describe a significant moment on your journey learning to 





    
Appendix 4 272  
Questions designed to explore learning strategies for their development as 
preachers: 
 
"Preaching cannot be taught, only caught? Would you agree or disagree 
with this? 
Have you taken courses in preaching? How formative do you think these 
have been?  
 
How does feedback following a sermon help you? I‘m thinking of 
different kinds, from other preachers, spouse, congregation, hearing of 
its effect, etc. 
 
Trying to isolate the "X factor" – (essential to preaching, and yet possibly preventing 
the student from engaging reflexively in the learning process). 
Can you comment on the idea of divine involvement in the calling and 
the making of a preacher?  
 
 
If you feel I have asked the wrong questions, or missed out something 
vital in your development as a preacher, please feel free to suggest other 
areas of exploration. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ENDS 
Interview Log 
